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Why Organic? 

• Environmentally 
sound farming 
systems 

• Biodiversity 

• Less toxic inputs 
• Animal welfare 
• Rural development 
• Economic 

opportunities 
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Organic: A Brief History 

1990 
Congress passes Organic 
Foods Production Act, 
creates foundation for 

USDA organic regulations 

Present 
Ongoing  
work to clarify and 
enforce USDA organic 
regulations 

Before 1990 
No national organic 
standards, marketplace 
confusion 

2002 
USDA organic regulations 
fully effective 
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About the USDA Agricultural 
Marketing Service (AMS) 

• AMS facilitates the competitive and 
efficient marketing of agricultural 
products.  

• AMS supports organic agriculture by: 

– Publishing regional/national organic 
commodity price data (Market News) 

– Grading organic commodities 

– Auditing certifying agents and international 
trade partners 

– Learn more at www.ams.usda.gov/ams  

 

http://www.ams.usda.gov/ams
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About the USDA National 
Organic Program (NOP) 

• Part of USDA’s Agricultural Marketing 
Service 

• 34 staff based in Washington, D.C. 

• 1 NOP staff person for $1 billion sales 

• FY 2013 Budget 

– 5.1% reduction from FY12 

• FY 2014 Budget – first increase in 4 yrs 
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11 Years of USDA Organic 

• 84 accredited  
certifying agents 

• 25,000 
certified operations  
across 133 countries 

• $35 billion in  
U.S. organic sales 

• Tens of thousands of inspections, 
reviews, and certification decisions 
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Why is Certification 
Important? 

• Verifies that products meet  
national organic standards 

• Allows use of USDA organic seal and 
organic claim 

• Empowers consumers to  
choose between production  
methods  

• Establishes level playing  
field for  farmers,  
processors, and marketers 
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Additional/Potential Benefits 
of Certification 

• Streamlined access to other USDA 
programs and services 

• Recognition by other regulatory 
regimes (e.g. food safety) 

• Recognition for ecosystem services 
(e.g.pollinators, climate change) 

• Strength in numbers; it counts to be 
counted 
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Growth of U.S. Organic Sales 
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2011 Organic Market in U.S. 
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Not applying  
standards uniformly 

Lack of data 

Geographic-specific  
challenges 

Insufficient technology  

Limited funding 
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Organic 
Integrity 
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10 Points of Organic Integrity 

7. Market 
surveillance 

8. Unannounced 
inspections 

9. Periodic residue 
testing 

10. Continuous 
improvement 

 

1. Clear/enforceable 
standards 

2. Communication 

3. Transparency 

4. Certification 

5. Complaints 

6. Penalties 
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Communication and 
Transparency 
• Posting at www.ams.usda.gov/nop: 

– Improved list of certified operations 

– Suspended + revoked operations 

– Fraudulent certificates 

– NOSB subcommittee notes 

• Accepting public comments on a wide 
variety of proposed actions 
Subscribe to the USDA Organic Insider 
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Transparency 

National Organic Standards Board 

• Representing sectors of the organic 
community as defined by law 

• Appointed by the Secretary of 
Agriculture 

• Review substances and recommend 
if they should be allowed/prohibited  

• Accept oral and written public 
comments twice per year  
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Certification 

Rigorous oversight of certification via: 

• Periodic residue testing 
5% of certified operations per year tested 
for prohibited substances/methods: 

– Most synthetic pesticides 

– Genetically modified organisms, etc. 

• Certifiers required to conduct 
unannounced inspections of 5% of 
certified organic operations 
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Complaints 

Accomplishments 

From January –  
August 2013: 

• Opened 121 
complaints 

• Closed 197 
complaints 

Still Planned 

• Continue rigorous 
investigations and 
improved case 
closures 

• Outreach to avoid 
compliance issues 
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Penalties 

Accomplishments 

• Dozens of penalties for willful 
violations 

• Civil penalties over $500,000 since 
2010 

• Supported 3 criminal prosecutions in 
2012 
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United States Department of Agriculture 

Organic & Sustainable Agriculture Policy 

USDA Organic – Big Picture 

Dept.-wide, beyond NOP 

Congressional drivers 

2010 Strategic Plan Goal (+20%) 

OSEC Policy Advisor 

USDA Organic Working Group 

USDA Organic Literacy Initiative 

Secretary’s Departmental Guidance 



Agricultural Marketing Service USDA National Organic Program 

Organic Literacy Initiative 

• Launched September 2012 

• Goal: connect organic producers 
and handlers with USDA programs 

• Organic 101 & 201 training 
modules explain organic basics 

• As of March 2014, over 30,000 
USDA employees have completed 
the (101) training 
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Organic Literacy Initiative 

• Organic Resource Guide - 
information on organic and organic-
related USDA programs. 

• Help farmers and businesses 
determine, “Is organic an option for 
me?” 

• Organic 101 and 201 courses 
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ONE STOP INFORMATION SHOP 
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Secretary Vilsack’s guidance 
USDA DEPARTMENTAL GUIDANCE ON ORGANIC 
AGRICULTURE, MARKETING AND INDUSTRY  

• To provide the U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA) 

agencies with Departmental guidance regarding the 

following:  

• A. The application of their programs and policies to 

producers and handlers of organic agricultural products 

produced in accordance with the USDA’s National 

Organic Program (NOP);  

• B. Responsibilities for reporting and representation with 

respect to Departmental goals for organic agriculture;  

• C. Cross-recognition of certification regarding agency 

requirements that overlap with provisions of the NOP.  
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Organic Certification  
Cost Share Programs 

- Eligibility 
Certified organic in a participating state 
(first come, first served) 
 

- Benefit 
Be reimbursed as much as 75% of organic 
certification costs, up to $750/year Short application 

+ supporting docs 
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Organic Certification  
Cost Share Programs 

Purpose 
 

To reimburse certified organic operations 
for a portion of their certification expenses. 
 
Reimbursements through State 
Departments of Agriculture 
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Organic Certification  
Cost Share Programs 

- National Program 
All 50 + territories 
Status: not currently funded 
 

- AMA Program – Farmers Only 
Northeastern U.S.: CT, DE, ME, MD, MA, 
NH, NJ, NY, PA, RI 
Plus: HI, NV, UT, VT, WV, WY 
Status: $1.425M available for 2012/2013 
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CONSERVATION PROGRAMS & ORGANIC 
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Organic Crop + Livestock  
Insurance 

Purpose 
 

Protects farmers and ranchers 
against loss due to natural disasters 
or declining prices.  

Available through private insurance 
agents. 
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Improved data collection has led to: 
 

- Separate prices for specific organic crops: 
- 2011: Corn, cotton, soybeans, processing tomatoes 
- 2013: Avocados, stone fruits, nectarines, plums 

 

- Elimination of 5 percent organic surcharge 
for All future crop insurance policie: 

 
 

Organic Crop + Livestock  
Insurance 
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Organic Agriculture  
Research + Extension Initiative 

Purpose 
 

To solve critical organic agriculture 
issues, priorities, or problems 
through competitive grants. 
 



Agricultural Marketing Service USDA National Organic Program 

Organic Agriculture  
Research + Extension Initiative 

Benefit 
Range of award: $0 - $2 million 
Example: develop non-antibiotic 
treatment for fire blight in tree fruit. 
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eOrganic.info 
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AMS Market News 

• Level of trading and demand 

• Supply and movement 

• Market prices 

• Other key factors affecting the market 

– Weather 

– Transportation issues 
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Organic Market News 

• Annual Organic Cotton Market 
Summary 

• Organic Dairy Market News 

• National Fruit and Vegetable 
Organic Summary 

• National Organic Grain and 
Feedstuffs 

• Organic Poultry and Eggs 
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As the organic sector matures, how can 
we make certification 

Sound and 
Sensible? 
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“Sound and Sensible” 
Certification Initiative 

Maintaining organic integrity in a 
sound and sensible manner 

 

Current Landscape 

• Ten years of NOP implementation 

• Complex regulatory scheme 

• Strict process-based oversight 
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Goal - Make Organic 
Certification: 

Affordable, Accessible and Attainable for all 
operations 
 

• Affordable – reasonable fees, reasonable 
compliance costs 

• Accessible –certifiers and technical 
assistance available locally 

• Attainable – Clear and understandable 
standards, plain language, reasonable 
record keeping requirements 
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Issues 

• Inconsistent certification process 

• Recordkeeping focus and burden 

• Expense of certification 

• Burden of time that is involved in 
inspections and maintaining paperwork 

• Some farms that comply with organic 
standards avoid certification. 
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‘Sound + Sensible’ Principles 
1. Efficient Processes: Eliminate bureaucratic processes that 

do not contribute to organic integrity.  

2. Streamlined Recordkeeping: Ensure that required 

records support organic integrity and are not a barrier for farms 
and businesses to maintain organic compliance. 

3. Practical Plans: Support simple Organic System Plans that 

clearly capture organic practices.  

4. Fair, Focused Enforcement: Focus enforcement on 

willful, egregious violators; handle minor violations in a way that 
leads to compliance; and publicize how enforcement protects the 
organic market.  

5. Integrity First: Focus on factors that impact organic integrity 

the most, building consumer confidence that organic products 
meet defined standards from farm to market. 
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Hitting the Sweet Spot 

• Certifying agents must ensure 
organic integrity while setting 
sensible limits on paperwork 

• Obtain enough information to 
verify compliance, but … 

• Minimize the amount of 
documentation required for 
certification  

 
42 
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Sound and Sensible 

• Certification should be sound: 
– Verify and enforce compliance  
– Take action on noncompliances 

 

• Certification should be sensible: 
– Reasonable records that verify  

compliance  
– Educate clients on USDA organic 

requirements 
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Know Your Farmer, Know Your Food: 
Local and Regional Food Systems 

At USDA 
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Know Your Farmer, Know Your Food 

Initiative  
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Organic is on the map! 
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What’s Happening in Your 

Community?  
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And Finally: 

A NEW FARM BILL!!! 

 
Numerous provisions for 

Organic & Local/Regional 
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THANK YOU! 

Mark.lipson@osec.usda.gov 
 

www.usda.gov/organic 

www.ams.usda.gov/nop 


