Federal Programs for Organic Farmers


Following is a listing of Federal agricultural programs that may be of particular interest to organic farmers and to growers of vegetables and other horticultural crops.  Some of these have been available and widely known for some time; others were recently established, expanded, or modified in accord with mandates in The Food, Conservation and Energy Act of 2008 (also known as the 2008 Farm Bill).  
USDA Organic Certification – the National Organic Program (NOP)

USDA Organic Certification rules and application procedures; list of accredited organic certifying agencies, up-to-date National List of allowed and prohibited materials, and other NOP news and updates, are available at: http://www.ams.usda.gov/AMSv1.0/nop. NOP office telephone is 202-720-3252.
Organic Certifiers who Serve Farms in the Southern US

California Certified Organic Farmers – 831-423-2263, http://www.ccof.org

Georgia Crop Improvement Association – 706-542-2351, http://certifiedseed.org

Guaranteed Organic Certification Agency – 760-731-0496, http://www.goca.ws/

Integrity Certified International – 402 699-4960, http://www.icertifiedinternational.com

International Certification Service – 701-486-3578, http://www.ics-intl.com

Midwest Organic Services Association – 608-637-2526, http://www.mosaorganic.org

OneCert – 402-420-6080, http://www.onecert.net

Oregon Tilth – 503-378-0690, http://www.tilth.org

Organic Crop Improvement association – 402-477-2323, http://www.ocia.org

Pennsylvania Certified Organic – 814-422-0251, http://www.paorganic.org

Quality Certification Services – 352-377-0133, http://www.qcsinfo.org

Stellar Certification Service – 541-998-5691

Washington State Dept. Agric. Organic Food Program – 360-902-1805, http://agr.wa.gov
For more information, visit: http://newfarm.rodaleinstitute.org/ocdbt/displayCert_choose.php.
The following articles give additional information on USDA organic certification:

Brian Baker (OMRI) and Jim Riddle (U. Minnesota).  2009.  National Organic Program Summary.  http://www.extension.org/article/18349, and National Organic Program: What Agricultural Professionals Need to Know, http://www.extension.org/article/18341.

Michele Wander (U. Illinois) and Susan Andrews.  2009.  Organic Certification and Soil Conservation Compliance. http://www.extension.org/article/18658
National Organic Certification Cost Share Program

Under this program, producers and handlers can receive up to 75% of their annual certification costs, up to maximum payments of $750 per year.  The 2008 Farm Bill authorized $22 million in funding for organic cost share for 2008-2012.  Funds are administered through State Departments of Agriculture.

Environmental Quality Incentives Program (EQIP) Organic Initiative 

The EQIP Organic Initiative is a program within the Environmental Quality Incentives Program (EQIP) to assist farmers in transitioning to certified organic production, expanding organic acreage, or enhancing conservation practices on organically managed land.  


Contracts for 1-6 years, payment cap of $20,000 per year or $80,000 per contract for direct financial assistance (not including technical assistance costs).  Regular cost share rates apply:  75%, except 90% for limited resource, socially disadvantaged, and beginning producers.

Program status: The signup period for Fiscal Year 2010 funding has closed, with about $25 million in eligible applications and contracts.  Guidance for 2011 will be released in the fall. 
  
In 2010, there were no federally mandated “Core Practices” as in 2009; instead, each State selected practices and payment schedules to offer under this Initiative.  See accompanying Excel spread sheet for practices offered in Virginia for 2010..

NOTE:  organic producers can also apply for the regular EQIP, which offers contracts of 1-10 years’ duration, with a payment cap of $300,000 per contract, and one contract per farm.

EQIP Seasonal High Tunnel System for Crops – Code 798


NRCS has released a new Interim Practice Standard for High Tunnel Construction, as part of the Know Your Farmer, Know Your Food program to enhance availability of quality, locally and sustainably produced food.  The three-year pilot program was first offered in 2010 in about 40 states, including AL, AR, FL, GA, LA, MS, OK, SC, TN, and VA within the Southern region.  Participation has been very strong, with applications exceeding available funds in many states.  

For more information on EQIP, the Organic Initiative, or the High Tunnel pilot, call 202-720-1834, or visit http://www.nrcs.usda.gov/programs/eqip/
Conservation Stewardship Program (CSP) 


CSP is a voluntary conservation program for working lands, offering financial and technical support for farmers who have already achieved a high level of resource stewardship (assessed with a Conservation Measurement Took, or CMT), to adopt additional conservation practices and enhancements.  The Supplemental Payment Activity for Resource Conserving Crop Rotations (RCCR) has been amended in 2010 to emphasize perennial, cover, and high residue crops. Payment rates for converting cropland to grazing lands have been increased, and some practices are offered in “bundles” of related practices at a slightly higher payment rate. Many CSP enhancements and practices are highly relevant to organic systems.  

The CSP is mandated to enroll 12.8 million acres annually for 2009-2013.  Five year contracts (renewable), payment cap of $40,000 per year per farm.  Five percent of program funds are set aside each for beginning and socially disadvantaged farmers and ranchers.  

Program Status: A Final Rule for the program was issued on June 3.  The second ranking period for Fiscal Year 2010 closed June 26; farmers who had submitted initial application forms by that date were included in the ranking. Subsequent steps, including applicant completion of the CMT, ranking of applications, field visits, and final contract signing will take place this summer, before the fiscal year ends September 30.

NOTE:  existing contracts with farmers participating in the old Conservation Security Program implemented under the 2002 Farm Bill, will be honored for their full term.  

For more information, call Dwayne Howard at 202-720-3524, or visit http://www.nrcs.usda.gov/programs/new_csp/csp.html.  For information on specific practices or bundles, visit http://nrcs.usda.gov/programs/new_csp/2010_jobsheets-rp-two.html#bun
Conservation Reserve Program Transition Incentive

When a CRP contract ends, the land may be brought back into production.  The 2008 Farm Bill offers an incentive to land owners to rent or sell land coming out of the CRP to beginning or socially disadvantaged producers who commit to implementing sustainable grazing practices, resource conserving cropping systems, or transition to organic production.  Land owners whose CRP contracts are expiring can receive two years’ additional CRP payments for transitioning their land in this way.


Program Status: The program was announced by USDA on May 14, 2010.  

For more information, call 202-720-5295, or visit the Farm Service Agency’s web site, http://www.fsa.usda.gov/ and look for the conservation program page.  Information is also available through Center for Rural Affairs, http://www.cfra.org/node/2705.
Cooperative Conservation Partnership Initiative ((CCPI)

The CCPI supports special local and regional conservation projects initiated by groups of farmers and ranchers in partnership with USDA and with state, local, or tribal government; producer associations, farmer cooperatives or other nongovernmental organizations; or institutions of higher education.  Six percent of EQIP and Wildlife Habitat Incentives Program (WHIP) funds, and 6 percent of CSP acreage, is reserved for CCPI projects.


For more information, call 202-690-2621, or visit http://www.nrcs.usda.gov/programs/ccpi/
Easement Programs

These include Conservation Reserve Program (CRP), Conservation Reserve Enhancement Program (CREP), Wetland Reserve Program (WRP) and Grassland Reserve Program (GRP).  The goal is to support farmers to take environmentally sensitive land out of production, either permanently, or for a contract period of 10–15 years (CRP and CREP)
Additional Information on NRCS Programs for Organic Farmers

National Sustainable Agriculture Coalition (NSAC) updated CSP Fact Sheet (5 pp) is at: http://sustainableagriculture.net/wp-content/uploads/2008/10/CSP-2010-Sign-Up-Fact-Sheet-.pdf

The Organic Farming Research Foundation (OFRF) maintains a CSP information page at http://ofrf.org/policy/federal_legislation/farm_bill_implementation/csp_resource_page.html, and an EQIP Organic Initiative information page, last updated on May 10, is at:
http://ofrf.org/policy/federal_legislation/farm_bill_implementation/eqip_oi_resource_page.html.


The National Sustainable Agriculture Information Service (ATTRA) maintains information pages on Accessing the Environmental Quality Incentive Program (EQIP) Organic Initiative for Conversion or Expansion at http://www.attra.org/eqip/, and on Accessing the New Conservation Stewardship Program at http://www.attra.org/csp/.   For a CSP-Organic crosswalk chart, see http://www.attra.org/csp/docs/Organic_Crosswalk091009.pdf

NRCS practice standards utilized in EQIP, CSP and CCPI contracts can be viewed at http://www.nrcs.usda.gov/technical/standards/nhcp.html.
Loan Programs – Farm Services Agency (FSA)

Conservation Loans


The 2008 Farm Bill authorized FSA to provide direct or guaranteed conservation loans to farmers, farmer cooperatives or partnerships to install conservation structures or practices, and established a priority for land owners or tenants that use the loans to convert to sustainable or organic production systems.

For more information, call 202-720-1472 (direct loans) or 202-720-3889 (guaranteed loans), or visit www.fsa.usda.gov.
Rural Development and Local/Regional Food Systems Programs
Value-Added Producer Grants Program


Competitive grants program for individual producers and producer groups, organizations and cooperatives, to create or develop value added, producer-owned businesses.  “Value-added” includes agricultural products that have undergone processing (e.g. jam, salsa, cheese, etc) or that have been produced, marketed, or identity-preserved in a way that enhances value, including organic, grass-fed, locally produced, or “mid-tier value chain” (linking small and mid-size family farms with businesses and cooperatives that serve local and regional markets).  

Program offers planning grants (business plans, feasibility studies) up to $100,000, and working capital grants (to launch or operate a value added enterprise) up to $300,000.  Program is mandatory funded at $15 million a year, with an additional $40 million discretionary.


For more information, call 202-690-2426, or visit www.rurdev.usda.gov/rbs.coops/vadg.htm.  

Specialty Crop Block Grant Program


Provides grants annually to State Departments of Agriculture to enhance competitiveness of specialty crops, including fruits, vegetables, tree nuts, nursery crops, and floriculture.


For more information, contact your State Department of Agriculture, or visit USDA Agricultural Marketing Service (AMS) at http://www.ams.usda.gov/AMSv1.0/scbgp.

Farmers’ Market Promotion Program


Competitive grants program offered through USDA AMS for marketing proposals including community-supported agriculture, farmers’ markets, roadside stands and other direct marketing strategies.  Groups of farmers, farmers’ networks, cooperatives or organizations, regional farmers market authorities, economic development corporations and public benefit corporations can apply.  Proposals can be funded up to $100,000. 

For more information, call 202-720-8317, or visit http://www.ams.usda.gov/AMSv1.0/FMPP
Community Food Project Grants


Competitive grants program for community-based food projects to improve food security in low-income communities.  Projects that address local farm, food and nutrition issues to mutual benefit of farmers and low income consumers, and that increase community self-reliance, are prioritized. $5 million per year in funding, awards from $10,000 to $300,000 for up to three years.  Dollar for dollar match required, except for technical assistance projects.

For more information, call Elizabeth Tuckermanty, 202-401-6488 or visit www.csrees.usda.gov/fo/communityfoodprojects.cfm.

Senior Farmers’ Market Nutrition Program

Grants to states, territories and Indian tribal governments to provide low income seniors with coupons that can be used at farmers’ markets. Mandatory funding at $20.6 million per year.  

For more information, contact Donna Hines at 703-305-2746, or visit USDA Food and Nutrition service at www.fns.usda.gov/wic/SeniorFMNP/SFMNPcontacts.htm.

Sustainable and Organic Research, Education, and Technical Assistance
Sustainable Agriculture Research and Education (SARE) www.sare.org

Projects funded over the past 20 years have developed a substantial body of technical information, including manuals on cover crops, sustainable soil management, integrated and biological pest management, farmers markets and business management, as well as bulletins on transitioning to organic and other topics.  Publications are available through the Sustainable Agriculture Network (SAN) at http://www.sare.org/publications/; project reports are posted at http://www.sare.org/projects/.

Program Status:  the President’s budget calls for an increase in SARE funding to $30 million for FY 2011, of which $10 million will go toward a new federal-state matching grants program.  


Competitive grants are issued through the four regions – see below for Southern SARE

Southern Region Sustainable Agriculture Research and Education

Southern region SARE program, hosted at University of Georgia, supports research, education and outreach in sustainable agricultural systems, including but not limited to organic production and alternative crops.  The program offers six kinds of grants: Research and Education, Professional Development Program, Graduate Student Grants (proposal deadlines for 2010 have passed; next call for proposals March 2011), Producer Grants, On-Farm Research Grants, (calls for proposals for these two will be released in September), and Sustainable Community Innovation Grants (call for proposals will be released in August).  

Producer Grants (up to $15,000) support farmer-initiated research to test ideas developed by farmers.  The On-Farm Research Grants program (up to $15,000 for projects up to two years) accepts proposals from Extension, NRCS and nongovernmental agricultural professionals who work with farmers, and must include active participation by one or more producers.  

Sustainable Community Innovation Grants (up to $10,000) support projects that integrate sustainable agricultural systems with long term rural community viability and development.

For more information, visit http://www.southernsare.uga.edu.  

Appropriate Technology Transfer for Rural Areas (ATTRA)

This is the government funded information service operated by the National Center for Alternative Technology. (See Resources list). For downloadable publications, news, and other information, visit http://www.attra.org; for other technical assistance, call  800-346-9140 (English) or 800-411-3222 (Español).
Organic Agriculture Research and Extension Initiative (OREI)

The OREI funds research, education and extension projects specifically addressed to organic production, processing and marketing, including development of production, breeding and processing methods, and research into marketing and policy constraints and opportunities.  


Program status:  $19 million in funding for 2010, applications for 2010 closed February 16.

For more information on OREI, contact Mary Peet at mpeet@nifa.usda.gov 202-401-4202, or visit:  http://www.nifa.usda.gov/funding/rfas/OREI.html.  
Agriculture and Food Research Initiative (AFRI)

Requests for Applications have been released for foundational research projects, and for research, education, and extension projects in five societal challenge areas:  global food security and ending hunger; climate change mitigation and adaptation; sustainable bioenergy production; food safety; and ending childhood obesity.  A total of $260 million in funding is available for Fiscal Year 2010.  Several Program Areas, with different application procedures and deadlines, are included under each of these six RFAs.  

Individuals, nongovernmental organizations, state and private universities, research foundations, and government agencies are all eligible to apply. 


Program Status:  Applications deadlines for various programs in June–August  Proposal reviews this summer and fall.  Awards will be announced late in 2010.
Organic Transitions Integrated Research, Education, and Extension Grants

This year’s Organic Transition Research Program (ORG), focuses on proposals to document and improve understanding of the impacts of organic systems on soil quality, soil erosion, and carbon sequestration, and to document and optimize the environmental services of organic systems, including mitigation of climate change.

Program Status:  The Organic Transitions program is funded at $4.7 million for Fiscal Year 2010. Individual projects will be funded up to $700,000. Application deadline was July 1.


For more information, contact Mary Peet, 202-401-4202, http://www.csrees.usda.gov/fo/organictransitionsprogram.cfm
Specialty Crop Research Initiative

The Specialty Crops Research Initiative is a new program established under the 2008 Farm Bill.  Funded at $50 million per year, this competitive grants program prioritizes crop breeding, pest management, production efficiency and profitability, and food safety. 

For more information, contact Tom Bewick, 202-401-3356, or visit http://www.csrees.usda.gov/funding/rfas/specialty_crop.html
NOTE:  The former Cooperative State Research, Education and Extension Service (CSREES), which has administered SARE, OREI, Organic Transitions, Community Food Projects Grants, and now the AFRI, is now the National Institute for Food and Agriculture (NIFA)
