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A B S T R A C T

Exchange of the drought and precipitations due to climate 
changes is preventing higher agrarian output. Although 
modern technology and methods of farm production may 
be the answer to this question, these raise public concerns 
about employment and environment quality. Because of 
demographic and technological lagging, some countries 
face other problems of achieving agronomic sustainability. 
In this paper, the importance of sustainable agriculture 
development, legal bases and some aspects of agricultural 
social responsibility are explored. Comparative and logical 
deduction methods of reviewing the selected international 
and national documents and literature were employed. 
Authors conclude there are adequate legal frameworks 
for agricultural social responsibility and the discussion 
if agriculture’s moral priorities affect its economic 
performance will never end.
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Introduction

Traditional methods of achieving a higher agricultural yield are being replaced by 
introducing innovations like “precision farming”, automation and digitization. As 
the application of more efficient pesticides, specific methods of farming and other 
advanced measures spread so is the importance of public concerns about the impact of 
agricultural modernization on social and environmental issues.

However, the use of new technologies may mitigate environmental risks and concerns, 
but not social issues as we will see in this paper. For example, the farm machinery can 
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be given targeted pesticide application and irrigation orders, while providers of data 
analytics can collect environmental data and comprehensive plant pathogen information 
that can be called up at any time to improve the crop management (Bayer, 2016, 77). 
On the other hand, social issues may not be as quantifiable as environmental impact.

With stable World population growth, there has been a need to accelerate nourishment 
production to ensure sustainable development. United Nations (UN) estimate that the cur-
rent world community is expected to reach 9.7 billion in 2050 (United Nations, 2015a), 
whereas the UN’s Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO) suggested that the food pro-
duction would have to double by 2050 to meet projected demand (Food and Agriculture 
Organization of the United Nations, 2009, 13). However, the capacity of present resources 
and technologies that should meet the demands of a growing population for food and oth-
er agricultural products remains uncertain (Popović, Kovljenić, 2017, 1500; Stevanović, 
Đurđević, 2018, 82). Exchange of the drought and precipitations due to climate changes 
is preventing higher agricultural output. However, together with the population rising and 
greater consumption, the world may need even more ideas and innovative methods that 
will create major farming revolution. The common answer lies in sustainable develop-
ment partly by the agricultural social responsibility (Hereinafter: ASR).

In this paper, the authors explore importance of sustainable agriculture development, 
legal bases and some aspects of agricultural social responsibility. 

Sustainable agricultural development

Norwegian Prime Minister Mrs Gro Harlem Brundtland developed at the end of the 
80s generally accepted definition of the sustainable development. It takes into account 
progress that satisfies current needs and ensures the future generations capability to 
meet their essentials (Brundtland, 1987, 27). One of the proclaimed goals in the UN 
Resolution 70/1. Transforming our world: the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development 
was to eradicate famine, create a food security system that would enhance the diet 
and promote viable agriculture (United Nations, 2015b, Goal 2). The priorities in the 
said UN Resolution on sustainable agriculture show its multifunctional dimension as 
one of the important tools in sustainable development management. It is reflected in 
social, economic and environmental roles. As claimed by Bitsch, most authors use 
various approaches to the models’ concepts of sustainability and social responsibility 
on equal footing (Bitsch, 2011, 1). Also, some authors claim that sustainability serves 
as a prospective explanation of the need for CSR (Porter, Kramer, 2006). The moral 
acceptability of conduct or a decision depends on the way of observing the outcome. 
Put differently, is Monsanto (agricultural company faced with controversy in the 
USA over genetically modified wheat and herbicide products – added by the authors) 
behaving ethically or practicing “sustainable agriculture” by producing genetically 
modified seeds or is eradicating poverty in developing nations their corporate social 
responsibility (Hereinafter: CSR) strategy? (Smith, 2011, 71).
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It is customary to claim that social sustainability impacts society through societal, 
social, labor and general human rights (Bitsch, 2011). Hohnen and Hediger point out 
that building social capital is as important as economic and natural resources (or raw 
materials) for CSR. They claim where social capital refers to the firm’s relationship 
with society, how it is perceived and regarded (Hohnen, 2007, 77; Hediger, 2008, 10).

In line with the Brundtland definition, transposition of the principle of sustainability 
into a legislative form is part of the countries’ constitutions. Those constitutions are 
phrased differently but reflect the essential meaning of sustainability. For example, the 
Constitution of the Federal Republic of Germany provides the state protects the basics 
of life and the animals as the responsibility for the generations to come (Basic Law for 
the Federal Republic of Germany). Serbian Constitution stipulates the Republic of Serbia 
shall ensure a uniform and sustainable regional development in accordance with the law. It 
shall regulate and provide systems for the protection and enhancement of the environment, 
flora and fauna, whereas municipalities are competent for the improvement and use of 
agricultural land (Constitution of the Republic of Serbia). Rules of a sustainable conduct 
from the Constitution are transposed in detail by law. For example, there are general and 
particular principles of fiscal policy in the Serbian Budget System Act, whereas only a 
few of them are dedicated to sustainability. The standard of fairness requires the fiscal 
policy management must take into account its impact on the welfare of all generations. 
However, the management of the national assets and liabilities and resources must not 
burden upcoming generations (Budget System Act).

On the European Union level, the European Commission has also stressed the 
importance of corporate social responsibility for sustainable development in A Renewed 
EU Strategy 2011-14 for CSR (European Commission, 2011). European Commission 
claimed that “Through CSR, enterprises can significantly contribute to the European 
Union’s treaty objectives of sustainable development and a highly competitive social 
market economy (European Commission, 2011, 3).”

The European Commission survey from December 2017, showed 55% of the 
respondents were most likely to say one of the primary farmers’ responsibilities in 
society was providing healthy food of high quality. Additional 25% say it is about 
protecting the environment and tackling climate change (European Commission, 2018, 
6). How important is to promote adequate policies and work on enforcement of their 
goals confirms half of all respondents in 24 EU member countries. They agree the 
Common Agricultural Policy is fulfilling its role in preserving the environment and 
tackling climate change (European Commission, 2018, 12). 

The same challenges bother Serbian agricultural production as well, where the 
modernization of the agricultural machinery remains a particular issue that need to be 
addressed. The average area of the agricultural land cultivated by a two-axle tractor 
was 8.5 hectares according to the Strategy of Agriculture and Rural Development of 
the Republic of Serbia for the period 2014-2024 (Hereinafter: The Strategy) (Strategy 
of Agriculture and Rural Development of the Republic of Serbia for the period 2014-
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2024, 2.2.4). Authors of this document claim that the Serbian farmers use agricultural 
machines with narrower operating span, incurring higher fuel consumption and harvest 
losses, which additionally increase production costs (Strategy of Agriculture and Rural 
Development of the Republic of Serbia for the period 2014-2024, 2.2.4). Likewise, aged 
machinery and scarce investment hinder the increase of the productivity and profitability 
of the Serbian agricultural sector. Also, intensive manufacturing and longer food supply 
chains may be associated with higher greenhouse gas emissions from production 
machinery. This explains why Serbian agriculture urgently needs modernization of the 
machines and equipment. Size of agricultural holdings augmentation, health security 
standards, and animal welfare and climate changes are some of the reasons.

As seen from the above, achievement of the sustainable development remains a 
complex issue for many reasons. Despite EU agriculture having made real progress 
on the climate and nature front since 1990, food production continues to put a strain 
on our environment (European Commission, 2019, 19). Still, a way to improve the 
environmental sustainability of the global food system as claimed by the UN Food 
and Agriculture Organization is the loss and waste reduction (FAO, 2019). However, 
based on a few studies, this organization has concluded that efforts based on business 
considerations alone are unlikely to resolve said production issues (FAO, 2019). That 
necessitates a change of the economic and legal landscape under which decisions 
about food loss and waste are made. To this end, the European Commission adopted 
a Delegated Act on 3 May 2019, laying down a common food waste measurement 
methodology. Such methodology serves for quantifying those indicators at each stage 
of the supply chain (Commission Delegated Decision (EU) 2019).

Regarding what principles sustainable agriculture should follow, Ganzi has claimed it must 
produce high yield and nutrition quality crops keeping resources use at the lowest level; 
minimize any adverse effects on the environment and make every effort towards positive 
sustainability contributions; utilize the renewable assets more often than non-renewable 
resources; and should give the local communities ability to keep and progress in their well-
being (Ganzi, 2006, 4). Notwithstanding Ganzi’s alimentary, environmental and social 
principles, Tarnapol Whitacre highlights an economic aspect of agricultural sustainabil-
ity reflected in the profitability and viability of the farming business. As they claim, once 
achieved, it represents a process that changes farming systems permanently in accordance 
with the socially determined consistency goals. More concisely than the above Ganzi’s 
principles, they define agricultural sustainability by four generally agreed upon goals: sat-
isfy various needs, improve ecological aspects, achieve economic stability of agriculture 
and take forward the farm and society life quality (Tarnapol Whitacare, 2010, 1).

Agricultural social responsibility

Corporate social responsibility is understood to be the way companies combine social, 
environmental and economic concerns into their values, culture, decision making, 
strategy and operations. By applying such values and practices they contribute to the 
well-being of an individual and society (Hohnen, 2007, 5; International Organization 
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for Standardization, 2010). Hohnen advocates for a pragmatic “license-to-operate” 
approach. This approach offers a concrete way to identify social issues vital to the 
company’s stakeholders and fosters dialogue with local government, community and 
non-governmental organizations. In the view of Caroll, CSR involves the conduct 
of a business so that it is economically profitable, law-abiding, ethical and socially 
supportive (Caroll, 1999, 286). Caroll explains the expression „socially supportive” as 
a voluntary or philanthropic part of the social responsibility. However, we believe such 
concepts are hardly acceptable in the context of agricultural production.

As something sensitive to regulate by imperative legislation, guidelines of the various 
international organizations are vital for adopting good governance and production 
practice in agriculture. Some of these, recommended by the BNP Paribas, are FAO 
Voluntary Guidelines on the responsible governance of tenure of land, fisheries 
and forests in the context of national food security 2012; OECD FAO Guidance for 
Responsible Agricultural Supply Chains 2016 (to help enterprises observe existing 
standards for responsible business conduct along agricultural supply chains); World 
Bank Environmental, Health, and Safety General Guidelines 2007 (for Agribusiness 
and Food production sectors); The CEO Water Mandate’s Corporate Water Disclosure 
Guidelines Toward a Common Approach to Reporting Water Issues, September 2014 
and other guidelines and certifications (BNP Paribas). 

In the absence of imperative statutory provisions that would direct sustainability initia-
tives in a desirable course, morality and conscientiousness in agricultural production are 
of utmost importance. And corporate social responsibility represents only one component 
of sustainable development. A typical example is producers and retailers who increasing-
ly engage in CSR initiatives to show their commitment to sustainability issues like animal 
welfare and environment (De Olde, Valentinov, 2019, 415). However, large and small 
individual farms can contribute both positively and negatively to sustainability in various 
degrees. Tempting question if it is worth pursuing sustainability objectives or maintaining 
the imperative balance between various aspects of sustainability (e.g. economic viability, 
ecosystem functioning, social responsibility, and food characteristics) is basically a social 
choice (Tarnapol Whitacre, 2010, 271).  Continuity of work processes in farming together 
with the everyday family life, made Bitsch express concern on the social aspects of farm-
ers’ production and responsibility (Bitsch, 2011, 2). Whatever the approach to steering the 
ASR, Tarnapol Whitacre claims maintaining farm profitability is a critical link to ensur-
ing farm dollars circulate in the local economy (Tarnapol Whitacre, 2010, 73).

Higher food production at low prices for consumers with a fair income for farmers was 
an ethical conception of justice and fairness for many decades (De Olde, Valentinov, 
2019, 422–423). Today, agricultural social responsibility dictates an essentially different 
approach from this principle. However, mechanization, use of milking machines, 
digital farming, etc. reduce the necessity of using too much manual work. For example, 
in the area of animal production, in longer period, numbers of animals remained rather 
constant or increased, while the number of full-time farm workers hardly increased 
resulting in more animals per labor unit (De Olde, Valentinov, 2019, 422–423). 
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With farming systems’ industrialization there have been growing concerns over 
negative socio-economic impacts on the local communities. As found in the literature, 
the majority of empirical studies (57%) confirmed the negative effects of industrialized 
agriculture on the community well-being when it comes to quantity and quality of the 
farm jobs, the extent to which farms purchase inputs and sell outputs locally, the local 
poverty rate and the level of income inequality (Tarnapol Whitacre, 2010, 73). 

What can be claimed for some agricultural regions as regards to jobs density, does not 
apply for the agriculture in general. Agriculture still provides the highest proportion of 
jobs. It plays an important role in less developed countries, where farming jobs make a 
considerable share of the total workforce compared to less than 5% in France, Italy and 
Spain (Rivoal, 2012, 198).

In the area of metrics, labor issues are more difficult to measure than environmental 
impacts. Labor concerns include wages and benefits, health and safety, stable 
employment, compliance with laws and international conventions and employee 
participation in improving workplace conditions (Bitsch, 2011, 3; Hohnen, 2007, 24). 
Contrary to these views, a survey conducted in Ukraine in spring 2016 has shown the 
most of the agricultural managers does not consider staff development and improving 
working conditions as an important part of CSR (Levkivska, Levkovych, 2017, 106). 

Production of more and more food is as important as achieving and maintaining its 
sufficiency and safety. Therefore, there is a general agreement that to pursue agricultural 
sustainability and responsibility in farming systems, farmers need to apply complex 
cropping rotations, integrated crop and livestock production and use environmentally 
friendly means to control vermin and crop disease-prone nature (monitoring their 
recognizing their interconnectedness and interactions with the environment) (Tarnapol 
Whitacre, 2010, 2; FAO, 2019). To this end, in Serbia farms with fragmented holdings 
and applied organization of production, have high production costs and inefficient use 
of resources (Popović, Kovljenić, 2017, 1501).

How important is the creation of jobs and economic growth in rural areas of the less 
developed regions shown in the EU Special Eurobarometer survey from December 
2017. In 28 EU Member States, about 25% of the farmers believe the environment 
protection and addressing climate changes are more important than agricultural growth 
and creation of jobs. There are 27% in Hungary, 28% in Romania, 30% in Croatia and 
34% farmers in Bulgaria of the opposite belief (European Commission, 2018). This 
could mean farmers in the latter countries will be less likely environmentally mindful. 
They will also be careless about creating conditions for stronger economic development 
and addressing labor concerns. For example, although large agricultural companies are 
major investors and employers in rural areas of Ukraine, they are sometimes blamed 
for exploiting resources and are careless about the environmental consequences 
(Levkivska, Levkovych, 2017, 98). As outlined in the Serbian theory, most advanced 
countries should recognize preferential treatment to undeveloped countries as a support 
in their efforts to access foreign markets of agricultural products (Rabrenović, Popov, 
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Stamenović, 2020, 75). If such a step is undertaken, preferential treatment could be one 
of the fundamental aspects for boosting the ASR. 

One may ask himself is there really an agricultural environmental responsibility? There 
are at least two reasons for such a question. Firstly, sometimes reckless companies and 
people intend to conceal the harmful consequences of their ill-managed practice and 
mitigate its relevance for the specific event. Consequently, if they succeed to show the 
soundness of their practice in the specific event, they can exonerate themselves from 
civil liability for environmental damage. Secondly, carbon, land and water footprints 
are dependent on the food product, production method and the stage where loss or 
waste occurs. The land and water footprints of food are concentrated at the primary 
production stage. Despite significant amounts of water may be used during processing, 
greenhouse gases’ emissions may occur and accumulate along the entire supply chain 
(FAO, 2019, 92).  This “dilemma” shows how sustainability and responsibility of the 
agricultural business can be defended somewhat immorally.

Beside economic and social aspects, socially responsible agriculture is distinguished by 
the efficiency of the environmentally friendly production methods and minimization of 
their business’s negative consequences. Otherwise, it risks being blamed by NGOs or 
mass media if they do not behave in an adequate way, which can negatively affect their 
reputation and financial performance (Hediger, 2008, 9; Hohnen, 2007, 2).

The moral complexity of corporate social responsibility in agriculture is the same as in 
other parts of the economy. How to converge economic, social and environmental goals 
and keep the image of a responsible business towards the public is a moral question. The 
answer can show the boundary between socially acceptable and irresponsible organi-
zation. Moral complexity means that quite many societal expectations directed toward 
agriculture are marked by a high degree of moral legitimacy. However, they are far from 
converging on any consensus (De Olde, Valentinov, 2019, 420). As CSR is strongly im-
bued with a moral imperative, it is the nature of moral obligations to be absolute man-
dates, while most corporate choices involve balancing competing values, interests, and 
costs (Porter, Kramer, 2006). As something beyond what is required by the law, ethical 
responsibility represents the behaviors and ethical norms that society expects business 
to follow (Caroll, 1999, 283). Moral motivation, manager’s personal ethics and values 
(Levkivska, Levkovych, 2017, 100; De Olde, Valentinov, 2019, 425) are embraced by 
the concern for the welfare of all generations and belief that it is the “right thing to do” 
and concern for the welfare of present and future generations (Hohnen, 2007, 13). These 
are some of the CSR’s internal drivers decisively influencing the balance between com-
pany’s business goals and social and environmental conduct. One may argue CSR could 
be burdensome for improving business’s financial performance if often or to a significant 
extent pays attention to social and environmental issues. However, some authors claim 
both models can produce the same results if managed as a system. That implies the inclu-
sion of wealth production and distribution, ethical systems and sustainable management 
practices (Smith, 2011, 30; Hohnen, 2007, 11; Hediger, 2008, 4). 
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In economic theory, there is a general agreement about corporate social responsibility 
correlation with profitability, but disagreement over its effect. One group of authors 
concluded that corporate social performance and research & development (Hereinafter: 
R&D) aspects are highly correlated. Furthermore, when R&D intensity is included in the 
equation, corporate social performance is shown to have a neutral effect on profitability 
(McWilliams, Siegel, 2000). The other group found that the corporate virtue in the form 
of social and, to a lesser extent, environmental responsibility is rewarding in more ways 
than one (Orlitzky, Schmidt, Rynes, 2003, 427).

Conclusions

The generally accepted principle of sustainable development of human society has been a 
matter much discussed in theory and recognized by international institutions and various 
initiatives. They all agree a sustainable development is a starting point for a better, 
peaceful and justly developed world. This concerns both present and future generations.

International and national levels of legal regulation provide adequate bases for 
agricultural social responsibility.

However, there are many obstacles to the achievement of sustainable development. 
These refer to the social and environment issues affected by the economic expectations 
in terms of productivity and profitability of the agribusiness. Specific methods of 
agricultural production and food distribution are additional aspects in that field.

Morality is another dimension of the CSR relevant for differentiation of the 
agribusiness’s acceptability by the society from irresponsible conduct forms. Although 
CSR may prove to be burdensome for improving business’s financial performance, 
there is disagreement over its effect on profitability. Notwithstanding the importance of 
the sustainability and social responsibility of the agribusiness, discussion if the moral 
priorities affect agriculture’s economic performance and core activity will never end.
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