
From Fertilizers to 
Pesticides – What 

inputs are allowed 
in Organics?
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Organic agriculture is:

(1) a set of production practices and principles 
rooted in natural systems, 

(2) defined, regulated, and protected by the 
USDA. 

Organic provides a verification method for US 
consumers and a market premium for farmers.
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Requirements for Organic Certification
7 CFR Part 205 – National Organic Program

4



organicagronomy.org

§ 205.202 Land requirements

Any field or farm parcel from which harvested crops are intended to be sold, labeled, or 
represented as “organic,” must:

(a) Have been managed in accordance with the provisions of the following standards:
• 205.203 – Soil fertility and crop nutrient management
• 205.204 – Seeds and planting stock 
• 205.205 – Crop rotation 
• 205.206 – Crop pest, weed, and disease management

(b) Have had no prohibited substances applied to it for a period of 3 years [36 months] 
immediately preceding harvest of the crop; and

(c) Have distinct, defined boundaries and buffer zones such as runoff diversions to prevent the 
unintended application of a prohibited substance to the crop or contact with a prohibited 
substance applied to adjoining land that is not under organic management.
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“Transition” - § 205.202(b)

• No prohibited substances applied for a period 36 
months immediately preceding harvest of the 
crop

• Organic transition starts on the day of the last 
prohibited input application

• Producer must document this date in their farm 
records

• The first organic harvest happens after the third 
anniversary

• Example:
• LPI = synthetic on October 27, 2020
• Corn planted April 23, 2023
• Corn harvested AFTER October 27, 2023 is 

certified organic



§§ 205.601 – 205.605 The National 
List of Allowed and Prohibited 
Substances

organicagronomy.org

Generally:

• Non-synthetic (natural) substances are ALLOWED

• Synthetic substances are PROHIBITED

The “National List” outlines the exceptions.

• 205.601 – Synthetic substances that are ALLOWED

• E.g. micronutrients

• 205.602 – Non-synthetic substances that are 
PROHIBITED

• E.g. arsenic

205.603-205.605 cover livestock and handling
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ALLOWED

• Means allowed 
under all 
conditions

• Examples:
• Wood chip mulch
• Biological 

inoculants
• Molasses

ALLOWED WITH 
RESTRICTIONS

• Allowed for use in 
organic, but have 
certain restrictions 
or parameters that 
must be followed 
for use

• Examples:
• Manure
• Synthetic 

micronutrients

PROHIBITED

• NEVER allowed

• Examples:
• Arsenic
• Glyphosate
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§ 205.105 Allowed & Prohibited Substances
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Anything non-synthetic (“natural”) that is NOT on 
the National List

Examples:

• Wood chips

• Straw

• Molasses

ALLOWED



§ 205.203(c)(1) Raw animal manure
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Must be composed unless:

(i) Applied to land used for a crop not intended for 
human consumption; 

(ii) Incorporated into the soil not less than 120 days 
prior to the harvest of a product whose edible 
portion has direct contact with the soil surface 
or soil particles; or 

(iii) Incorporated into the soil not less than 90 days 
prior to the harvest of a product whose edible 
portion does not have direct contact with the 
soil surface or soil particles;

ALLOWED WITH RESTRICTIONS
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§ 205.602(h) Sodium nitrate
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(Also known as Chilean nitrate)

Prohibited unless use is restricted to no 
more than 20% of the crop’s total nitrogen 
requirement.

ALWAYS prohibited in Canada and the EU.

ALLOWED WITH RESTRICTIONS
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§ 205.603 Allowed Synthetics
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Copper hydroxide/oxide/oxychloride as a 
plant disease control – must not 
accumulate in the soil - (i)(2)

Micronutrients – must document a 
deficiency - (j)(7) 

Soap-based herbicides – for use in 
farmstead maintenance (roadways, 
ditches, right of ways, building perimeters) 
- (b)(1) 

ALLOWED WITH RESTRICTIONS
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§ 205.204 Non-organic seed

Organic farms must use organic seed when 
commercially available.

To use non-organic varieties:

• MUST conduct an “Organic Seed Search”

• Call at least 3 companies that sell organic 
seed and ask for the required agronomic 
characteristics

• See Guidance Document NOP 5029

• MUST use non-GMO varieties

• MUST NOT use prohibited substances in seed 
treatments/coatings

ALLOWED WITH RESTRICTIONS
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• Any synthetic material not on the 
National List – 205.601 & 205.603

• Sewage sludge (biosolids) -
205.203(e)(2), 205.105(g) 

• Ionizing radiation – 205.105(f)

• Treated lumber for new installations or 
replacements – 205.206(f)

• Ash from manure burning – 205.602(a)

• Rotenone – 205.602(f)

• Strychnine – 205.602(i)

PROHIBITED
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Watch out for:

• “biotechnology enhanced”

• Microbial inoculants

• Microbes in pest control

• Microbes in livestock feed

• GMO seeds

PROHIBITED

§ 205.2 Excluded Methods
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Every ingredient counts!
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• “Natural” products can become 
synthetic if they are treated with a 
chemical process or have synthetics 
added with them in the product mix.

• Examples:

• Hydrolysis

• Pelletizers and dust suppressants in 
fertilizers

• Pit stabilizers in hog manure

• Solvent extraction

PROHIBITED
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Activity

Material Input Review

20



#1
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#1

Nonsynthetic

AR

205.206(e) 
requires the 
use of 
preventive 
practices



#2

23



#2

Synthetic

Prohibited

205.105(a)



#3
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#3

Seed = 205.204

Nitro-coat = 
Nonsynthetic
Allowed
205.105



#4

27



#5
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#4   Synthetic, Prohibited, 205.2 & 205.105(e)



Thank you.
Mallory Krieger, mallory@organicagronomy.org

Stay informed – Subscribe at
organicagronomy.org/subscribe

OATS is supported with funding from the Organic Trade Association’s industry-invested GRO 
Organic research, promotion, and education program. Top 2022 GRO Technical Assistance 
Donors are General Mills, Santa Cruz Organic, and Oatly.
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