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Dynamics in the 
Organic Sector

• Growth in demand for 
organic food is outpacing 
supply.

• This creates both 
problems and 
opportunities.

• Many farmers are taking 
a new look at transition.





Common Motivations 
for Transition

• environmental/ 
conservation reasons

• price premiums
• health/safety reasons
• personal satisfaction
• philosophical/ethical 

reasons



Transition Challenges

• access to capital

• time requirements

• cost and availability of 
inputs

• access to land

• weed management



Barriers to Transition

• lack of information

– requirements for 
certification

– yields/costs

• market uncertainty

• risk management

• community/culture
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Organic 
Inspector

National Organic Program (NOP)



Transition Timeline (3 years)

March 15 
2019

Application of a 
Prohibited 
Substance

March 15 
2016

March 15 
2017

March 15
2018

Apply for 
Transitional Certification 

(optional)

Start certification process 8-12 weeks 
before eligibility date 

Certification 
Eligibility

Date

Crops harvested after 3/15 
can be sold as certified organic

Year 1 Year 2 Year 3



Transition Strategies

Gradual: transition land one field at a time with 
the intention of certifying all the land at some point in 
the future.

Split: Manage some land conventionally and some land 
organically as a long-term strategy. Often combined with the 
“gradual” transition strategy but intent is to simultaneously 
maintain both organic and conventional land.

Full: transition all land at once.
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Transition Certification

March 15 
2019

Application of a 
Prohibited 
Substance

March 15 
2016

March 15 
2017

March 15
2018

Apply for 
Transitional Certification 

(optional)

Certification 
Eligibility

Date

Year 1 Year 2 Year 3

• Application, inspection and certification process/fees 
same as organic certification

• Must follow all NOP standards while certified transitional

• Cannot market product as organic



Questions so far?
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Transition Profiles

Production
Dairy
Corn
Alfalfa 

Number of Acres
160

Number of Cows
100

Started Transition
2011

First Certified
2013

Transition Strategy
Full

Nate and Angie Walter



Production
Dairy
Corn
Alfalfa 

Number of Acres
160

Number of Cows
100

Started Transition
2011

First Certified
2013

Transition Strategy
Full

Nate and Angie Walter • Challenges
– Buying organic feed while 

still selling milk at the 
conventional price

– Understanding 
certification standards and 
requirements for record 
keeping

• Advice
Information is knowledge … 
make sure you network.

Transition Profiles



Production
Vegetables
Herbs
Naturally Fermented 

Drinks
Sauerkraut
Tomatoes
Pickles

Number of Acres
2

Started Transition
2014

First Certified
Forthcoming

Transition Strategy
Full

Vitaly Brukhman

Transition Profiles



Production
Vegetables
Herbs
Naturally Fermented 

Drinks
Sauerkraut
Tomatoes
Pickles

Number of Acres
2

Started Transition
2014

First Certified
Forthcoming

Transition Strategy
Full

Vitaly Brukhman • Challenges
– Learning about organic and 

food safety requirements
– Record keeping

• Most Satisfying
Doing something good and 
meaningful by offering tasty 
organic naturally fermented 
products

• Advice
Explore one’s own interests and 
resources, coming up with at least 
a general direction [or strategy] 
and then go full throttle with an 
individual learning program.

Transition Profiles



Production
Potatoes
Yellow Mustard Seed
Alfalfa
Small Grains

Number of Acres
800

Started Transition
1999

First Certified
2002

Transition Strategy
Gradual

Doug Lewis
Agri-Star Farms

Transition Profiles



Production
Potatoes
Yellow Mustard Seed
Alfalfa
Small Grains

Number of Acres
800

Started Transition
1999

First Certified
2002

Transition Strategy
Gradual

Doug Lewis
Agri-Star Farms

• Challenges
– Weeds
– Providing adequate 

fertility

• Most Satisfying
Reduction in chemical use in 
a small rural community 
where farm workers and 
residents are regularly 
exposed to pesticide drift.

• Advice
It is critical to understand 
weed science.

Transition Profiles
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Making the Transition to Organic - Profiles

Making the Transition to Organic: Ten Farm 
Profiles features livestock, field crop, and 
vegetable producers who, during 2012-2015, were 
in the process of transitioning or who had been 
recently certified organic. Each profile addresses 
organic transition strategies (full transition, gradual 
transition, immediate transition, and split 
transition), challenges encountered, and outcomes 
deemed "most satisfying." Download the 
publication using the link above or contact MISA 
for a print copy of the publication: 612-625-8235 or 
misamail@umn.edu.

http://eorganic.info/toolsfortransition/reports

http://eorganic.info/sites/eorganic.info/files/u313/Making%20the%20Transition%20to%20Organic.pdf
mailto:misamail@umn.edu
http://eorganic.info/toolsfortransition/reports


Quick Start Guide – Transition to Organic



• Exchange questions and resources

• Stay informed about educational 
opportunities and assistance programs

• Network and develop relationships

Email: drew@tilth.org
http://goo.gl/forms/iTPJTpeiSa

Transition to Organic Network (TON)
Nation-wide network of food system stakeholders that share a 
common interest in transitional and organic agriculture and 
connect via a listserv

mailto:drew@tilth.org
http://goo.gl/forms/iTPJTpeiSa


The Organic Transition Planner 

Organic Transition: A Business Planner for 
Farmers, Ranchers and Food Entrepreneurs is a 
decision-making tool designed to assist with the 
development of actionable production, 
marketing, human resource and finance 
strategies when considering the switch to 
organic. The Organic Transition Planner includes 
worksheets as well as three business plans 
developed by transitioning dairy, row crop, and 
vegetable farmers. Download a copy for free 
using the link above or contact USDA SARE for a 
print copy of the publication ($16): (301) 779-
1007.

http://eorganic.info/toolsfortransition/reports

http://eorganic.info/sites/eorganic.info/files/u313/Organic_Transition_Planner_final.pdf
http://eorganic.info/toolsfortransition/reports




Materials Databases

WSDA Material List

Organic Materials Review Institute

http://agr.wa.gov/foodanimal/organic/material
slists.aspx

http://www.omri.org/



• Financial and technical assistance to 
implement conservation practices and 
planning to address resource 
concerns.

• Conservation Activity Plan (CAP) 138 

• Organic EQIP: maximum of $20,000 
(per fiscal year) and no more than 
$80,000 over a rolling six year

• Project Examples

• Establish buffer zones
• Improve irrigation efficiency
• Plant cover crops
• Compost infrastructure
• Riparian restoration
• ...and more

Natural Resource Conservation Service 
(NRCS)



This work was partially supported by Agriculture and Food Research Initiative 
Competitive Grant no. 2010-51300-2140 from the USDA National Institute of Food 
and Agriculture.
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