
What is “Organic?”

Rosalyn Lehman, executive director
Iowa Organic Association



Organic Trivia

What is the #1 organic commodity in the US (measured in sales)? 



Organic Trivia

Milk = $1.38 billion
Eggs #2 ($816 M)
Broliers #3 ($750)
Apples #4 ($327)
Lettuce #5 ($277)  



Organic Trivia

What is the #1 organic field crop in the US (measured in sales)? 



Organic Trivia

Corn = $164 million



Organic Trivia

What state is #1 in organic corn grain production
(acres & bushels harvested)? 



Organic Trivia

Iowa!  ~30k acres & 4m bushels
Minnesota is #2



Organic Trivia

What state is #1 in organic soybean production 
(acres & bushels harvested)? 



Organic Trivia

Iowa!  ~20k acres & 870k bushels
Minnesota is #2



Definition of Organic Production

From the National Organic Program:

A production system that is managed in accordance with the 
[Organic Food Production Act]…to respond to site-specific conditions 
by integrating cultural, biological, and mechanical practices that 
foster cycling of resources, promote ecological balance, and 
conserve biodiversity.



Organic Agriculture uses a Systems Approach

• Minimal use of external, off-farm inputs
• Excludes: Synthetic fertilizers, synthetic 

pesticides, growth hormones, antibiotics, and 
genetically modified organisms

• Management that maintain and enhance 
ecological balance

• Soil and water conservation and improvement
• Increased biodiversity of the farm and its 

surroundings
• Use of crop rotations and cover crops to 

recycle nutrients, build soil quality, and 
disrupt pest/weed cycles

• Use of biological and mechanical pest 
controls as a last resort



History

•Many standards and certifiers
•Organic Foods Production Act of 1990
•Implemented in 2002
•Only 1 standard; “organic” = USDA  

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Wrote many more texts that emphasized soil health and set the stage for the organic farming movement
Worked with J.I. Rodale as an editor of Organic Farming and Gardening magazine




Brief History of Organic Agriculture
Sir Albert Howard (1873-1947)

• Father of modern composting practices
• Wrote An Agricultural Testament (1940)
• Emphasized the important of humus, 

holding water in soil, and mycorrhizal 
soil fungi

• Influenced J.I. Rodale – soil health

"The maintenance of the fertility of the soil 
is the first condition of any permanent 
system of agriculture.“

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Wrote many more texts that emphasized soil health and set the stage for the organic farming movement
Worked with J.I. Rodale as an editor of Organic Farming and Gardening magazine




Brief History of the Organic Movement

Lady Eve Balfour (1899-1990)
• Designed the first long term comparison of 

organic and conventional agricultural 
methods

• Wrote The Living Soil (1943)

“The most frequently heard argument is that 
intensive chemical farming provides the only 
hope of feeding the expanding world 
population and has therefore to be accepted 
whether we like it or not. To me it seems 
probable that the exact opposite could prove 
to be the case, and that it is an alternative 
and largely organic agriculture that will be 
forced upon us whether we like it or not.”



Brief History of the Organic Movement

J.I. Rodale (1898-1971)
• Father of the modern organic farming movement
• Founded Rodale Inc. (1930s)

• Organic Farming and Gardening Magazine (1942)
• Purchased a farm in PA (1941) and founded the 

Soil and Health Foundation (1947)
• Fostering scientific research and study
• Provided the main source of information about "non-

chemical" farming methods and was heavily influential 
in the development of organic production methods.

“Healthy Soil = Healthy Food = Healthy People”



Brief History of the Organic Movement

Robert Rodale (1930-1990)
• Bought 333-acre farm in Kutztown, PA (1972)

• Began the Farming Systems Trial (1981)
• Longest running organic vs. conventional comparison 

in the United States

• Introduced New Farm magazine (1979)
• Coined the term “regenerative organic” to 

distinguish a kind of farming that goes beyond 
sustainable (1989)



Brief History of the Organic Movement
• Demand steadily increased for organic 

products (1970s)
• Environment and consumer demand

• Decentralized certification programs (1980s)
• Each state had their own rules

• Congress passed the Organic Foods 
Production Act (OFPA) in 1990

• USDA to write rules and regulations to explain the 
law to producers, handlers and certifiers

• National Organic Standards Board established to 
make recommendations for allowable substances 
in organic production and handling, and to help 
USDA write the regulations 

• National Organic Program written and 
implemented (2002)

Presenter
Presentation Notes
This federal regulatory program develops and enforces uniform national standards for organically-produced agricultural products sold in the United States.



The National Organic Program

• Mandated by the Organic 
Foods Production Act 
(OFPA) (The Law)

• Administered by the USDA 
Agricultural Marketing 
Service

• Defined by Agriculture Code 
of Regulations Part 205 
(How it operates and what it 
regulates)



The National Organic Standards Board

• Appointed by the U.S. Secretary of Agriculture for 5-year term
• Makes recommendations concerning the implementation of the 

National Organic Program
• Meets publicly twice per year
• Board has 15 members:

• Own or operate an organic farming operation (4)
• Own or operate an organic handling operation (2)
• Owns or operates a retail establishment with significant trade in organic 

products (1)
• Expertise in areas of environmental protection and resource conservation (3)
• Who represent public interest or consumer interest groups (3)
• Expertise in the fields of toxicology, ecology, or biochemistry (1)
• A USDA accredited certifying agent (1)



The National Organic Standards Board



USDA Organic Integrity Database:

• Contains up-to-date and accurate information about operations 
that may and may not sell as organic, deterring fraud

• Increases supply chain transparency for buyers and sellers
• Promotes market visibility for organic operations
• https://organic.ams.usda.gov/integrity/

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Only certified operations can sell, label, or represent products as organic, unless exempt or excluded from certification. The INTEGRITY database improves access to certified organic operations by giving industry and public users an easier way to search for this information.



USDA Organic Integrity Database:
https://organic.ams.usda.gov/integrity/

• Franklin gothic book body text

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Find a specific certified organic farm or business, or search for an operation with specific characteristics. Listings come from USDA-Accredited Certifying Agents. Historical Annual Lists of Certified Organic Operations and monthly snapshots of the full data set are available for download on the Data History page. Only certified operations can sell, label or represent products as organic, unless exempt or excluded from certification.



The Certification Process



Types of Organic Operations

Crops Handling Livestock

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Wild crop



Who is involved in Organic Certification?

Farmer/Handler

Consumer

Inspector

Accredited 
Certifying Agency
(47 in US and 31 

abroad)
USDA National 

Organic Program



Certification: Select a Certifier

• Currently 19 options in Iowa
• Considerations:

• Fee structure
• Areas of expertise
• Responsiveness
• Other services offered
• Structure: state, 

for-profit, non-profit

Note: This is not an endorsement by IOA; nor is this list exhaustive



Certification: Organic Systems Plan

• The Organic System Plan, or OSP, is the foundation for your application 
for organic certification. It is the primary document that demonstrates 
compliance with the applicable organic standards on all aspects of their 
operation.

• Your OSP will be your action plan --- it will spell out exactly what you do, 
how you plan to do it, everything you anticipate using, and how your 
records will verify your practices. 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Each certifier has their own forms and processes…reach out to the certifier you intend to use to make sure your application, documentation and record-keeping is in-line with their systems.
When thinking about your timeline for certification, remember to set aside ample time to plan, organize and verify your OSP. The certification process typically takes about 8-12 weeks once your application has been received.
TSPs in some areas of the state…



Certification: Organic Systems Plan

• Farm Map – must include the name or code of the parcel to be certified, the 
location, description and size of any buffer areas, neighboring land uses, 
processing areas, location of buildings and the presence or use of treated 
lumber on the farm. 

• History of Land Use and Materials Application – records of all land use 
practices and materials applied over the last 3 years.  This includes a signed 
statement or affidavit that no prohibited materials were applied or used. 

• Planned Materials – a list of all materials including seeds, fertilizers, pest, 
weed and disease control materials applied to crops during the upcoming 
year. 

• Planned Crops – a list of your crops to be produced, include the location and 
acreage for each crop.  You can change your OSP throughout the year, just 
make sure to notify your certifier. 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Each certifier has their own forms and processes…reach out to the certifier you intend to use to make sure your documentation and record-keeping is in-line with their systems.
Transitioning to organic takes a lot of preparation and planning, including time and resources…consider different approaches to transitioning your land
Full Transition – all land into organic at once
Gradual Transition – one field, set # of acres, with the end goal of certifying all land eventually
Split Transition – manage both conventional and organic land




Organic System Plan

Presenter
Presentation Notes





Organic System Plan
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Certification: Crops Organic Systems Plan

• Crops and acres
• Land and water
• Soil fertility, crop nutrients, and rotations
• Seeds and planting stock
• Pest/Insect/Weed/Disease management
• Greenhouse/High tunnel production
• Split, parallel, and buffer production
• Harvest, post-harvest, storage, and 

marketing



Certification: Livestock Organic Systems Plan

• Types and number of livestock
• Feed

• Storage
• Outdoor access
• Water
• Grazing (ruminants only)

• Healthcare practices
• Living conditions

• Manure management
• Pest Control
• Equipment



Certification: Transition Rules & Regulations

• Harvested crops are intended to be sold, labeled, or represented as 
“organic,” must have had no prohibited substances…applied to it for a 
period of 36 months immediately preceding harvest of the crop.

• Example:  Synthetic seed planted May 1, 2016, certification eligibility date May 2, 
2019. 

• Livestock = 12 month transition period

• Only use allowable materials found on the USDA National List of Allowed 
and Prohibited Substances.

• ALWAYS confirm all materials with your certifier BEFORE use to be sure 
the material is allowable for your organic production.  

• The approval of any input for organic use is at the discretion of the certifier. 



Certification: Rules & Regulations
Organic Materials Review Board (OMRI)

• Independent, non-profit 
organization

• Reviews substances for use in 
organic production

• Maintains database
• “Allowed”, “Restricted”, or 

“Prohibited”
• Adheres to National List of Allowed 

Synthetic and Prohibited Non-
synthetic substances

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Products bearing the OMRI Listed® seal have been reviewed and determined to be allowed for organic use in accordance with U.S. NOP organic standards. 

ALWAYS CHECK WITH YOUR CERTIFIER BEFORE APPLYING ANYTHING TO YOUR GROUND OR CROP.  





Certification: Recordkeeping

• Records demonstrate compliance with 
NOP Standards

• Be readily understood, auditable, and 
sufficient to demonstrate compliance

• Kept on file for at least 5 years
• Tailored to the operation:

• Production
• Field Map
• Field Activity Log
• Inputs (Seeds, fertilizer, pest management)

• Harvest/Sale
• Bin log
• Bill of lading / Clean truck doc.
• Scale ticket / Invoice

• Handling (may not apply – unless 
processing on farm and marketing)



Certification: Application and Fees

• Submit application 4-5 months 
in advance of expected harvest

• Fees vary by certifier, IDALS 
example:

• Base price: $125
• Inspection: $300 (crop)

• Travel costs
• Hourly rate

• Certification fee: $125+ (varies, ex: 
$6/ac corn; $27/ac vegetables)

• Varies by crop and/or acres

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Priority for inspection based on eligibility date and/or harvest




Certification: Initial Review

• Certifier reviews application, OSP, 
and all additional forms to evaluate 
compliance.

• Sends a letter in response:
1. Your operation is eligible for organic 

certification
2. More information is needed
3. May indicate possible issues of 

concern

• File is sent to organic inspector



Certification Process: Inspection

• Review letter from certifying agent
• Expect 3-5 hours for inspection

• Don’t be in a rush
• More time for 1st time inspection
• Add additional time for livestock

• Have records organized and ready
• When did you last use that input?

• Safely dispose of unneeded materials
• Inspections are confidential
• The role of the inspector is to verify the OSP is 

accurate and indicate possible violations
• Do NOT make any decisions regarding certification
• CANNOT provide consultations

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Notified by inspector 1-3 months in advance to set date/time for inspection
Inspectors are either employees of the certifying agent or contract employees
May try to group travel to save $$$ and time




Certification Process: Exit Interview and Report

Exit Interview: 
• A closing meeting at the farm 
• Review areas of concern (no surprises later)
• Requests additional documents
• Confirms accuracy of observations

Inspection Report:
• Completed after the inspection (off-farm)
• Details all on-farm observations for certifying agency
• Includes forms and photos from the farm



Certification Process: Final Review and Decision
• Certification specialist reviews all 

documents
• May request more information from farmer

• May issue a major or minor non-compliance
• May need resolution prior to issuing certificate
• Possible residue testing
• Unannounced inspections

• Decision
• Certification Letter
• Organic Certificate

• Annual OSP updates and inspection to 
maintain certification



Trends and Farmer Perspectives



Certified Organic Farms in the U.S.

2016 Certified Organic Survey

USDA National Agricultural Statistics Service
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Iowa produces 
the most 

organic corn 
and soybeans

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Information updated every 5 years – the 2019 survey was distributed in December with expected results in the fall of 2020.



Acres under production in Iowa
Corn 13.2 million 

Soybeans 10 million
Wheat 16,000

Vegetables 7,704
Total 30.6 million

(USDA, 2018 estimates)

compared to…

Certified Organic Corn 29,684
Certified Organic Soybean 20,547

Total Certified Organic 103,136
(USDA, 2016)

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Cover crops less than 4%



Certified Organic Operations in Iowa

• Crops, 585 
• Livestock, 16 
• Handlers, 110 
• Crops & Livestock, 212 
• Crops & Handlers, 18 
• Crops, Livestock, & 

Handlers, 14

As of September 2019
Map Credit: Bret Lang



Presenter
Presentation Notes
Organic food can now be found on the shelves of kitchen cupboards and pantries and in the refrigerators and freezers of more than 82 percent of American households throughout the country, according to Nielsen findings released by the Organic Trade Association.
In the first comprehensive look at organic purchases by households on a state-by-state level, 82.3 percent of 100,000 households participating in the nationally representative Nielsen study conducted in 2015 and 2016 reported purchasing organic on a regular basis throughout 2016. That’s up 3.4 percent from 2015. 

The Organic Trade Association (OTA) is the membership-based business association for organic agriculture and products in North America. OTA is the leading voice for the organic trade in the United States, representing over 9,500 organic businesses across 50 states. Its members include growers, shippers, processors, certifiers, farmers' associations, distributors, importers, exporters, consultants, retailers and others. 

Whether you're looking for the size of the organic market, organic industry trends or insights into the organic consumer, OTA is a great resource for information about organic. 



Trends and Value: 
Organic Sales Exceed $52 Billion in 2018

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Millennials are pushing for transparency and integrity in the food supply chain, and they are savvy to misleading marketing. 
The USDA Organic seal is gaining new appeal as consumers realize that organic is a certification that is not only monitored and supported by official standards, but is the only seal that encompasses the spectrum of Non-GMO, no toxic pesticides or chemicals, dyes or preservatives. 
Almost 6 percent (5.7 percent) of the food sold in this country is now organic. Today’s consumers can find organic products – food and non-food items -- in every aisle of their grocery stores. Organic is no longer a niche market.



Conventional vs. Organic Prices

Conventional
• Corn $3.72/bu

• Soybeans $8.65/bu

USDA AMS Daily Grain Review
(January 31, 2020 – Chicago BOT)

Organic
• Corn $7.83/bu

(210% premium)

• Soybeans $18.60/bu
(215% premium)

USDA AMS: National Organic Grain and Feedstuffs Report 
(January 29, 2020 – Feed Grade)



An opportunity for U.S. Farmers...

Organic corn imports to 
the US quadrupled from 
2013-2016
Organic livestock feed 
demand outpacing 
domestic production

From U.S. Organic Trade Data: 2011 to 
2016

Organic Trade Association, The Ohio 
State University, and Penn State



U.S. Organic Exports and Imports

U.S. organic exports reached $548 million in 2016. 
• Top U.S. organic exports were apples, grapes, and lettuce. 
• Canada and Mexico accounted for 70 percent of U.S. organic exports.
• Japan, Taiwan, and South Korea were also among the United States' top trade partners 

for organic products.

U.S. organic imports equaled $1.65 billion in 2016. 
• Top U.S. organic imports included bananas, coffee, and olive oil, corn and soybeans.
• Turkey, Mexico, Italy, Peru, and Ecuador supplied 43 percent of imports.
• 87 countries supplied organic products to the United States.

Adapted from USDA Economic Research Service, October 09, 2019



Trends and Value: RI Farming Systems Trial (FST)



Trends and Value: RI Farming Systems Trial (FST)

2008-2010 Economic Analysis

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Established in 1981, the longest running comparison of organic and conventional cropping systems in the US. 
The Farming Systems Trial is located on 12 acres at our main campus in Kutztown, Pennsylvania. It is divided into 3 overarching systems: organic manure, organic legume, and conventional.
Each system is further divided into two: tillage and no-till, for a total of 6 systems. There are a total of 72 experimental plots.
A note on tillage: No-till and organic no-till are not created equal. Conventional no-till utilizes herbicides to terminate a cover crop, whereas organic systems use tools like the roller crimper. We have found that organic no-till practices year after year do not yield optimal results, so our organic systems utilize reduced tillage and the ground is plowed only in alternating years.




6 for 6 pack



Farmer Perspectives on Organic Transition

From Breaking New Ground: Farmer Perspectives on Organic Transition, Oregon State University and Oregon Tilth

2016 National Survey to 1,829 farms (615 responses)



Farmer Perspectives on Organic Transition

From Breaking 
New Ground: 

Farmer 
Perspectives on 

Organic 
Transition, 

Oregon State 
University and 

Oregon Tilth



From Breaking New Ground: Farmer Perspectives on Organic Transition, Oregon State University and Oregon Tilth



Barriers to Certification



Barriers

• Cost 
• Paper work 
• Support, resources?
• Local market, know farmer

• More on production 
barriers/challenges later 



Transition



Imports

• 2008-2016 organic livestock industry 
tripled, but only 20% increase in US 
organic grain acres

• Imports increase to meet demand ($42m 
in 2011-$401m in 2016)

• Organic grain premiums decreased 
(~25%) 

• Turkey previously top supplier, big drop as 
leading supplier lost organic certification 



Fraud



Erosion of Federal Standards

• Hydroponics
• Dairy herds – outdoor access
• Organic integrity – fraud
• Allowable substances



The National Organic Standards Board



Crop Insurance

Availability?  
• ~80 crops have an organic 

price election, but not all 
available in every county. 

• Multi-Peril Crop Insurance 
includes yield and sometimes 
revenue-based coverage. 

• Whole-Farm Revenue 
Protection available 



Organic Farming and Certification

Challenges
• Changes in management / mindset
• Cost of certification
• Paperwork / records
• Yield gap during transition ($)
• Risks

• Loans
• Crop insurance

• Erosion of federal standards?

Benefits
• Universal and regulated standard
• Communication with consumers
• Your farm counts (census/surveys)
• Records for decision-making
• Lower input costs
• Conservation of natural resources
• Boost farm profitability



Resources



USDA National Organic Program: 
https://www.ams.usda.gov/about-ams/programs-offices/national-organic-program



USDA Organic Training: 
https://www.ams.usda.gov/services/organic-certification/training



FSA Organic Certification Cost Share Program ($):
https://www.fsa.usda.gov/programs-and-services/occsp/index

OCCSP provides cost share 
assistance to producers and 
handlers of agricultural products 
who are obtaining or renewing 
their certification under the 
National Organic Program (NOP).
Certified operations may receive 
up to 75 percent of their 
certification costs paid during the 
program year, not to exceed $750 
per certification scope.



NRCS EQIP Organic Initiative ($)
CAP 138 Transition to Organic Plan ($)

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Through the Environmental Quality Incentives Program (EQIP) the Organic Initiative provides financial assistance to National Organic Program (NOP) certified producers, as well as producers in the process of transitioning to organic production.
Organic producers applying through this initiative can receive up to $20,000 per year or $80,000 over six years. Farmers may also compete for the larger pool of EQIP funds that allow for up to $300,000 over six years.
Program applications are accepted on a continuous basis at NRCS offices across the state. NRCS offices are stationed at USDA Service Centers in every county in Iowa.



NRCS Growing Organic: http://www.nrcs.usda.gov/organic



Iowa Organic Association: 
https://www.iowaorganic.org/directory

• Dryer Systems 
• Energy Efficiency 
• Equipment Suppliers 
• Feed Dealers 
• Soil Inputs 
• Fertilizers And Human Resources 
• Livestock Care 
• Livestock Supplies 
• Nurseries 
• Pest Management
• Seed Suppliers 
• Soil Testing Labs 

And Processors 
• Organic CSAs 
• Farm Finances 
• Farmers Markets 
• Grain Buyers 

• Consultants 
• Iowa Organizations 
• NRCS Offices 
• National Sustainable Agriculture 

Organizations
• Organic Certifiers
• Organic Farming Conferences
• State And Federal Agencies
• University Research



National Center for Appropriate Technology:
https://attra.ncat.org/topics/organic-farming/





eOrganic: https://eorganic.info/



Dr. Kathleen Delate, Iowa State University: 
http://extension.agron.iastate.edu/organicag/



Midwest Organic & Sustainable Education Service: 
https://mosesorganic.org/ask/



University of Wisconsin-Madison OGRAIN Network: 
http://www.uworganic.wisc.edu/ograin/



Rodale Institute: rodaleinstitute.org



Education -> Training -> “Organic Transition Course”

Detailed information on:
• Why Organic?
• Soils
• Crops
• Livestock
• Marketing
• Certification



Rosalyn Lehman, executive director
515-608-8622  |  roz@iowaorganic.org

www.iowaorganic.org
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