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Abstract

The report reproduces the authors’ long year experience in creating, popularizing and development of the organic beekeeping in rural areas in Bulgaria.  The favorable Bulgaria nature conditions are analyzed in terms of the wide variety of melliferous plants, as well as, the good beekeeping activities in the extended semi-mountainous areas, naturally clean from the commercial agricultural production.  The report states the major obstacles of the organic honey production and reasons for not applying it as a mass practice in country and as a whole in the Southeast European countries.  A comparison is made with the organic beekeeping practices in the EU countries, based on the 2092/1991 EU directives, in addition to the ‘hands-on’ experience of the Hungarian, Greek and French beekeepers.

The discussed 1999-2002 period is very dynamic for the development of the Bulgarian beekeeping.  It is characterized with the constant changes in the legislation during the harmonization process of organic regulations with those of the European Union.  Having in mind this country conditions, the Bulgarian beekeepers were assisted by American consultants whose ideas for sustainable management of the bee families, especially stressing on hygienic behavior of the bees and free from antibiotic decease treatment, bee pollination benefits, were greatly appreciated.  The corner stone was the training of the group of beekeepers in Hungary and France aiming at development of the organic beekeeping in Bulgaria. 

The report summarizes the possible opportunities for the development of the organic beekeeping in Southeast European countries and Bulgaria, in particular, with all needed investments and the necessary role of NGOs and producers’ group associations in Bulgaria.

INTRODUCTION

One of the major issues to be discussed in the beeekeeping and honey production sector, undoubtedly, is the organic beekeeping. It is not a matter of some specific feature, but more a matter of mistrust or unwillingness to re-esteem the basic values of beekeeping. It is really difficult to change from the intensive practice of mobile beekeeping, with good profits and safe anonymous market, to a production with lower yields, to a market that has high requirements and the producer would directly face. Organic beekeeping requests high quality honey production, based on hard work, and knowledge of the bees and the technology of ecological production.

Platform for Organic Honey Production in Bulgaria
In Europe the major factor for developing organic beekeeping is the Directive 2092/91. It is the same in Eastern Europe and Bulgaria. The initial legislation regulating organic beekeeping is from 1999 and is continuously changing. The first bee-farms, using the principles of organic beekeeping, started to work in 2000. The period of 1993 – 2003 that we would review in this report is very dynamic for the beekeeping sector in Bulgaria. It is marked by constant changes in legislation, harmonization of law requirements and regulations with the European Union equivalents. The difficulties that the development of organic beekeeping faces in this environment are organizational, legislative and economical. In the present report we would analyze the conditions for development, the problems to be resolved and the ways for future prosperity of organic honey production in Bulgaria. 

Conditions for Development of Organic Beekeeping in the Region

· Geographic facts – temperate climate, combined with diverse landscape, huge variety of plants and especially enthomofile plants. Bulgaria has a mixture of climate zones, no matter that it has a small territory. That definitely creates perspective conditions for developing beekeeping (especially mobile beekeeping);

· Beekeeping is an ancient craft and in different time periods there were 40- 50,000 amateur and professional beekeepers in Bulgaria. Bee products have always been export oriented – up to 75% of the total production is exported. This tradition will continue in the future;

· The rapid privatization process at the end of the 20th century has lead to parcelation of the huge bee farms. In the coming 10 years we would expect new, big, private and efficient bee-farms to be established for professional honey production, and also organic bee-farms, to be advanced;

· The comparatively cheep labor in the region makes the bee products very competitive. Integration processes in Europe create greater demand for Bulgarian bee products;

· The low level of chemical and industrial pollution in broad territories of the country – hilly and mountain regions, unpopulated territories, are also important facts.

Factors that Setback the Development of Organic Beekeeping

· Lack of production or labor unions of beekeepers, weak branch organizations;

· Production units are parceled out, with low concentration that results in low efficiency of production;

· Beekeepers in Bulgaria are facing extreme hardship when operating in the free market economy – there are no traditions for selling the product in the market, producers do not have good orientation for free market niches and for offering new products with better profits. This is a burden coming from the former socialist planned economy and also from the slow social transitions in the country. In this aspect, conducting marketing research studies is like utopia. Investment project are also rare;

· Weak supplies of information to the beekeepers, bad technical equipment and in many cases old production practices are also a fact. The above mentioned reasons are a great obstacle for advancing organic honey production, that requires modern inventory and equipment and good knowledge of the biology of bees.  

This combination of favorable and restrictive factors for developing organic beekeeping in Bulgaria will define its progress in the coming 3 – 5 years. To a certain extent, this process is affected by non-government organizations, accession programs, beekeepers’ initiatives and others.

ACDI/VOCA Programs for Beekeepers

In this aspect, ACDI/VOCA has played a major role in developing organic honey production in Bulgaria. Bulgaria is a principle coordinator of a Honey Production Program for improving marketing of bee products, fostering beekeepers’ organizational growth in Bulgaria and advancing organic honey production. The program started in 1999 and has the following components:

· Assisting producers for developing beekeepers’ branch organization. The experience of ACDI/VOCA consultants was used to reach this goal.  This was an opportunity for many Bulgarian beekeepers and leaders of Bulgarian beekeepers’ organization to be exposed to the practices and tradition for establishing and functioning of such branch associations of producers in Europe and US;

· Improving marketing and export of Bulgarian processing and packaging companies. It was already mentioned that approximately 75% of Bulgarian bee products are exported. It was very important for Bulgarian processing and trade companies to gain knowledge of leading world technologies for honey processing, marketing and maintaining high quality of end product. Training programs for processors were organized in 2000 in USA, in Hungary and others. The result was that three of the leading Bulgarian companies for honey processing changed their equipment. 

· Developing organic honey production in Bulgaria. In this regard, in the period of 1999 to 2002 10 theoretical and practical seminars were organized, with more than 350 participants; two training programs for beekeepers in Hungary and France, that resulted in drafting an action plan for the participants for further advancing of their bee-farms. A group of 15 beekeepers, with more than 1000 bee families was formed in Central Bulgaria to develop organic honey production. Currently, active actions are undertaken to legally register a branch organization of organic honey producers. 

ACDI/VOCA partners in the program for developing organic honey production in Bulgaria are the Bulgarian Beekeepers Association, beekeepers’ magazines, independent apiculture consultants, and lectures. In regard to the above-mentioned activities, major problems for developing organic honey production were identified! 

Organizational

· Lack of national strategy and program for developing and popularizing organic honey production as a component of beekeeping. The leading role in this aspect would be played by the Bulgarian Beekeepers Association with its structure countrywide;

· Unclear government procedures for licensing organic production and slow legislation initiative. Organic honey production should not be only in regulatory documents, but also in real economic measures undertaken for development of agriculture as general, and as component of different grant and credit programs. There are no similar programs now;

· The government policy for licensing the certifying agencies for organic production is far behind the schedule. This is an important factor for developing and sustaining organic production and government should not only rely on the good will of producers.

Economical

· Economical crisis of the country. This is a complex factor that affects the small agricultural producers and it concerns economic and financial instability, currency crisis, chronicle lack of  turnover capital and investment credits for expanding;

· Transforming and separating production units that results in bad efficiency of production. This is an important factor for Bulgaria, because only for several years the biggest honey production and processing facilities were liquidated reorganized (parceled), sold to incompetent owners. The result of this process is the fact that current Bulgarian honey production is represented only by several middle-sized farms – with 300 bee families and a huge number of small bee-farms – 60 – 80 bee families. This type of small-sized production units creates high costs of production and additional difficulties for marketing the honey and the other bee products;

· It is a period for world recession in honey production and trade with bee products; problems with the quality of traditionally considered clean and healthy natural bee products. There is a very serious resonance in Bulgaria of the requirements applied by the European Union in terms of purity and quality of bee products. This fact once again confirms the importance of organic honey production. 

Technological

· The transitional period of market oriented economy and the problems with marketing the honey lead to outdated practices of Bulgarian beekeepers, respectively for organic production. The lack of enough capital for innovations leads to problems with the processing and storage equipment;

· The outdated technologies lead to setting back other additional production activities such as production of bee queens, swarms, technical and transport gear for mobile beekeeping, tools for improving the honey extraction and etc. All this production activities are directly connected to quality of honey production and especially organic production; 

Scientific Research and Information

· It is a matter of bad research services. It turns out that organic honey production is not a priority for research agencies in Bulgaria. There are no such programs for research and development;

· The attitude of media is similar. If there is a national strategy and program for organic production development, a good result will be using electronic media, the Internet for popularizing and dissemination information about the projects. 

It is not realistic to expect rapid development of honey production sector in Bulgaria in the 3 to 4 years period, and especially for the organic production. The state government even as a regulative function is not involved in this process. In comparison, economically developed European countries as France, Austria and Germany that have well-organized organic productions, show that the processes there are not quite rapid either. And also in these countries the governments are involved in subsidy or relief programs. Also the economic environment in those countries is not in such revolutionary transition. Market oriented economy is a stabilizing factor. 

Organic honey production in Bulgaria has a significant potential for future development, for professional organic beekeeping with modern production and processing practices. What are the reasons for that statement?

Development Trends

In Bulgaria

· Establishing a branch organization of producers – beekeepers. Initially very big organizational structures should be avoided and it would be better to keep regional principles. This step is very important, because it would gradually improve the market attitude and find better solutions for sales and marketing problems. In the near future we intend to create an organization of organic honey producers, with total production of 50 –80 tons of honey. Then this organization will grow nationally and for 5 years it would reach 100 – 300 tons of organic honey production. This is a realistic goal – we should keep in mind that over 35,000 beekeepers are operating in Bulgaria and most of them are with very good professional background. Organic honey production is an opportunity for many of them, since their hives are in mountainous regions with natural diversity of honey plants. Currently there is no intensive agriculture in such regions and that would be their future;

· Programs for small investment projects – to include organic production in all investment and grant programs for beekeepers. Thus organic production would turn into more common practice. 

· Closed production cycle in organic bee-farms. To use several pilot projects as models for organic honey production in ecologically clean regions with well developed Eco- and Agri-tourism. Thus beekeeping can develop in combination with other agricultural activities;

· The role of non-government organizations should be more distinctive. To support training programs, information supply, and research studies circulation of materials on organic production. It is very important to use all opportunities from pre-accession programs from the EU and to foster legislative initiatives.

Partnership with Beekeepers, Organizations of Beekeepers and Other Organizations from the European Union

· Exchange of information, experience, achievements and exchange visits with famous beekeepers from the EU countries. Practical demonstrations from famous organic producers. Introduction to equipment and tools that they use;

· Training programs for young beekeepers, including distance learning programs conducted by leading EU agencies, internships and workshops in those countries. Adoption of practices for organic honey production;

· Investment projects for big bee-farms – 500 – 3,000 bee families. Establishing big organic bee-farms requires significant investment and very good methodological support. It is possible to develop big organic bee-farms through using the geographical and climate conditions of Bulgaria and the professional experience of leading beekeepers and companies from the EU. The main goal of such an investment would be to utilize the options for producing high quality products with relatively cheep but qualified labor force, processing in place and then marketing most of the organic production in the EU;

· Dealership and distribution in Bulgaria of beekeepers’ equipment from leading European companies – beekeepers’ inventory processing and packaging machines and equipment, packaging materials. This is an important issue not only for organic honey production but also for the honey production and processing sector as general.
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