Organic 101 for Extension Agents & TSPs in the South

(\
Basics of Organic Certification & Standards f\)f

This factsheet is meant to provide extension agents and technical service providers with an
overview of organic standards and regulations, and increases knowledge of organic systems to
effectively support organic and transitioning-to-organic farmers.

For more organic resources, check out www.ofrf.org/resources.

What is Organic?

Organic farming is a whole systems approach. It mimics natural ecological and biological
processes, protects animal welfare, and focuses on management that results in healthy soils,
plants, people, and the environment. The USDA Certified Organic label is a verifiable legal

standard, and indicates that products have been produced and handled in accordance with the
standards of the National Organic Program (NOP).

Recommended reading:
Certification & Recordkeeplng « USDA Certified Organic: Understanding the Basics

Basics - OFRF: Organic is Regenerative

There are certain requirements for a producer to attain certification, and a number of
recordkeeping tasks that must be done each year.
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Certification Steps: Recordkeeping Requirements:
e Before submitting an application to a e Field history for each field
certifying agency, the producer must e Activity log
develop an Organic Systems Plan and e Crop planting & harvesting record
use organic practices for 36 months. No e Manure and fertilizer applications,
prohibited substances used. including source and application rate
* The application is reviewed, and an on- * Seed sources and any seed inoculants
site inspection occurs. applied
e |f the operation is in compliance, e Sales records
certification is issued. e |If livestock are raised, a pasture plan
* Producers keep detailed records for and parasite prevention plan are also
the operation, which are reviewed by required.
the certifier annually to reissue  |If split operation, an equipment cleaning
\ certification. JAS log is also required. y
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https://www.ams.usda.gov/services/organic-certification/organic-basics
https://ofrf.org/organic-is-regenerative/
https://ofrf.org/resources/

Intro to National Organic Program (NOP) Regulations

Below is a brief overview of NOP regulations pertaining to land, soil, crops, livestock, and
pasture. Further details can be found in the NOP statutes in the standards manual linked below.
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Land, Soil, and Crops

« Defined boundaries/buffer zones
indicating organic production to prevent
unintended application of prohibited
substances (§ 205.202).

« Use of tillage and cultivation that
maintains or improves soil
conditions/minimizes erosion (§ 205.203).

« Manage soil hutrients and fertility
through diverse crop rotations, cover
crops, plant- and animal-derived
amendments (§ 205.203).

« Use of Organic Materials Review Institute (OMRID)-approved materials.
« Organic-certified seeds, seedlings, and planting stock (§ 205.204).

o Exception: Use of non-organic, untreated seed and stock when an organic equivalent is
not commercially available.

« Implement a crop rotation including but not limited to cash crops, sod, cover crops, green
manure crops, and catch crops (§ 205.205).

o Rotation must provide the following functions: maintain or improve soil organic matter,
help with pest management, provide erosion control, and manage deficient or excess
nutrients.

« Weeds, insect pests, and diseases must be managed through a suite of practices rather than
a "silver bullet" approach (§ 205.206).

o Includes practices such as diverse crop rotations to break pest cycles, habitat for natural
enemies of pests, selection of naturally resistant crop varieties, removal of disease
vectors, mulching, and grazing, among others.
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— Recommended reading:
USDA: What are the steps to organic certification?

Organic Recordkeeping: Guides, Templates and Other Resources
CFSA: Developing_ an Organic Farm Recordkeeping Plan
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https://www.ams.usda.gov/services/organic-certification/transitioning-to-organic#What%20are%20the%20steps
https://www.ams.usda.gov/services/organic-certification/organic-records#Recordkeeping
https://carolinafarmstewards.org/resources/develop-an-organic-farm-recordkeeping-plan/

Livestock and Pasture

Livestock sold or labeled as organic must be under continuous organic management
for varying lengths of time depending on production system (§ 205.236).
o Dairy animals: 12 months
o Meat and fiber animals: from the last third of the mother's gestation
o Poultry: from the second day of life
Balanced diet of pasture, forage, feed, and any needed concentrates, all produced and
handled organically (§ 205.237).
o Ruminant animals shall graze no less than 120 days per calendar year, but this may
not be continuous.
o No less than 30% dry matter intake (DMI) from grazing.
Preventive health practices should be used, including proper quality and quantity of food,
proper housing for the type of animal, freedom of movement, and proper species
selection for the region and goals of the operation (§ 205.238).
o Physical alterations can only be done for identification purposes. Other alterations,
such as tail docking, dehorning, and beak trimming, are prohibited.
Livestock living conditions should meet the needs of the animal's health and natural
behavior. This includes year-round access to the outdoors, shade, shelter, exercise areas,
fresh air, and clean water for drinking (§ 205.239).

Continuous confinement is

prohibited. Temporary confinement

is allowed only under these

circumstances: inclement weather, — Recommended reading:

health conditions, breeding, 4- USDA AMS National Organic Program
H/FFA events, and shipping/sales NOP Standards Manual

Pastures must take soil fertility,
erosion Control_‘ and protection of The Ol’ganIC Materla|S ReV'eW |nStItute

natural wetlands and riparian areas (OMRI)
into consideration. Treated fencing
materials are prohibited (§ 205.240).
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https://www.ams.usda.gov/about-ams/programs-offices/national-organic-program
https://www.ccof.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/05/CCOF-USDA-NOP-Standards-Manual-March-2025-1.pdf
https://www.omri.org/
https://www.omri.org/

Advice from the field
(

Eva Worden - Worden Farm, Punta Gorda, FL

>

“Those (extension agents) who do have the opportunity to
serve organic farmers can think of themselves as torch bearers
or ambassadors to other people within their own organization,
where there is room for it..a few well-placed statements can
make a big difference. Making requests for support (from your
University) would be very helpful.”
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Juan Carlos Rodriguez - Florida Organic Growers

“(Organic) is not input replacement. It is a holistic approach to farming. Something for service
providers who have not had the opportunity to work with organic farmers to keep in mind:

Certifiers can not give recommendations. They can only answer questions about what is allowed
and what is prohibited. It is all us other folks that can give those recommendations and try to help
\and give suggestions. It takes a team to address these problems.” )

Danielle Treadwell - University of Florida

‘I work with split operators, farmers that have both conventional
and organic, and it is fascinating what they say. | had a farmer
who..explained to me how what he learned on the small, little
organic section of his farm informed the other 75%, the other
hundreds of acres on his conventional farm, because he learned
things that were working, things that were going to save him
money, time, labor. If you have split operators you are assisting,
take advantage of that, you are both going to learn an awful lot if
\you are helping that farmer transition to organic.” )
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— Other Resources:
Florida Organic Growers - Certification

USDA - Financial Resources for Organic Farmers and Ranchers

NCAT Podcast Episode - Organic Certification: One Step at a Time

Transition to Organic Partnership Program
OFRF Organic Research Hub

This material is based upon work that is supported by the National Institute of Food and Agriculture, U.S. Department
of Agriculture, under award number 2024-38640-42988 through the Southern Sustainable Agriculture Research and
Education program under project number SPDP25-035. USDA is an equal opportunity employer and service provider.
Any opinions, findings, conclusions, or recommendations expressed in this publication are those of the author(s) and
do not necessarily reflect the view of the U.S. Department of Agriculture.
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https://foginfo.org/
https://www.usda.gov/farming-and-ranching/organic-farming/financial-resources-organic-farmers-and-ranchers
https://attra.ncat.org/episode-382-organic-certification-one-step-at-a-time/
https://www.organictransition.org/
http://hub.ofrf.org/
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