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Executive Summary 
 
 

 The Canadian Organic Growers commissioned the present report to examine the risks 
and costs of transitioning to organic crop and livestock production. The project team 
developed this detailed report and a referral tool informed by a literature review, on-
farm case studies, and focus groups held across Canada. 
 
On-farm visits provided insight into a number of risks that had not necessarily been 
identified in literature review as being significant but were considered major obstacles 
or risks by the farmers interviewed. Wider input on those risks was then received from a 
larger sample of Canadian organic growers through a series of eight focus groups held 
across the country.   
 
 

Key Transit ioning 
Risks 

The following were found to be the key risks for growers transitioning to organic: 
 

1. Understanding of the Certification Process 
A grower may not be able to access resources required to successfully navigate 
the certification process, including selection of a certifying body. 

Focus group discussions repeatedly turned to the need for extension services. 
While that certainly included a desire for production information, in many 
instances there was simply a lack of understanding of the process that the 
grower would be going through. 

Record Keeping  
Insufficient or inaccurate records may lead to a crop not being certified. The 
burden of record keeping may lead to a grower not completing transition 
process. 

To show compliance with the organic standard, transitioning farmers need to 
keep records of most of their activities. While paperwork is a common practice 
for farmers, the need to document and keep record of the farm operations is 
significantly higher under organic production. Inadequate record keeping can 
have significant consequences by delaying the transition for a year or more or 
even impeding the attainment of the certification altogether. 

Weed Management 

A grower may not be able to access the resources required to adequately 
maintain control of weeds and other pests. 

Farmers need to move towards a more preventative and integrated or holistic 
approach to pest monitoring, detection, and control. Disease and weed 
management is one of the most significant obstacles for transitioning 
producers and is perceived by conventional producers as the biggest challenge 
to overcome. While solutions exist, growers may not be able to access the 
extension resources required to adequately maintain control of weeds during 
the transition period. 
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2. Non-Allowable Inputs 

A lack of clarity on inputs allowed for organic certification may lead to a crop 
not being certified. 

During the transition period farmers must move away from conventional inputs 
(and suppliers) and learn how to select and use organic certified ones. This shift 
requires farmers to fully understand which inputs are allowed. Failing at doing 
so and using non-allowable inputs may lead to a crop not being certified. 

3. Few Buyers 
Growers relying initially on a single buyer may lose their market if the 
purchasing business fails. The anticipated organic market premiums may not 
come to fruition. 

Given the relatively small market for organic products limits the market 
opportunities for farmers, which in turns provides a stronger market power to 
customers. This can put transitioning producers in a more vulnerable situation 
and have them to invest more time at looking for other market channels. 

 
 

Medium Risks Several other risks were identified as also being significant for transitioning growers, 
including the following. It is important that mitigation strategies be considered for 
limiting the potential impact of these risks for a transitioning grower and consequently 
the organic industry. 
 

4. Parallel Production 
Growers may not be aware that production of the same crop both 
conventionally and with organic practices may lead to a crop not being 
certified. 

Many individuals are reported to have failed at initial certification attempts 
because they grew the identical crop both conventionally and organically. This 
is not allowed under Canada’s organic standards. The impact on a grower can 
be significant when they accept the risk of lower yield knowing that they may 
get an organic premium. The solution may be as simple as better knowledge 
sharing, extension, and record keeping.  

5. Maintaining Yield 
A grower may not be able to maintain sufficient yield for profit. This may be 
due to farm-specific circumstances or unavailability of extension resources. 
As farmers move away from conventional production techniques to adopt 
organic ones, it is expected that yields will decrease. This reality of lower yields, 
whether for plant crops or livestock, appears to be generally accepted by the 
industry, but it is a risk that must be accounted for and mitigated against. 

6. Peer Stigma  
Many transitioning growers face stigma from other growers in their 
neighbourhood, with the social detachment possibly a considerable personal 
risk. 
 
Some individuals have reported overcoming this negative stigma in part by 
focusing on the financial aspects of their decision to transition when speaking 
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with their conventional neighbours. During focus group discussions in western 
Canada, there was a consensus that it would be useful to transitioning growers 
to have some “sound bites” or talking points that they could use to help 
explain their decision to their neighbours. 

7. Maintaining Cash Flow 
Products during transitional years may be lower yield or quality, without 
organic premium and sometimes difficult to market at all, resulting in reduced 
revenue. In addition, a number of the other risks outlined in this report may 
also result in reduced cash flow. 
 
Lower yields, together with the absence of premiums paid during the transition 
period, will likely lead to lower revenue for farmers. New farm operators or 
those carrying debt load would typically consider purchasing crop insurance to 
protect them in the event of a major crop loss caused by weather or disease, 
but appropriate insurance options are often not available to organic growers. 
 

8. Access to Capital 
The profits generated by production and sale of organic crops may not be 
sufficient to cover the high capital investment required for transitioning. 
 
Two types of growers face a higher need for capital investment during the 
transition years: intensive livestock producers typically need to build more 
expensive buildings and large-scale field crop producers often need to acquire 
new implements, especially for tillage and weed management. 

 
 

Other Risks Four other risks are also of note given their prevalence for several growers who provided 
input to this project: 
 

9. Fertility Management 
A grower may find maintaining adequate nutrient levels a challenge when 
unfamiliar with organic production practices. 
 
Conventional growers will understand the basic concept behind green 
manuring to increase fertility of the soil, for example. But translating those 
concepts into practice is challenging for many once their usual tools are no 
longer available under the organic management regime. 

10. Access to Inputs 
Growers may have challenges accessing organic seed and fertilizer (or organic 
feed for livestock) at cost-effective pricing. 
 
The issue of sourcing inputs is challenging for all types of crop amendments 
and livestock inputs.  However, it is particularly acute in terms of seed 
availability for crop and vegetable production, to the extent that many growers 
reported going through the motions of documenting the unavailability of 
certified organic seed despite knowing that it would not be available. In the 
case of livestock, the organic field-crop sector will need to grow to supply 
sufficient local organic feed. 
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11. Access to Labour 
Growers may have difficulty accessing sufficient labour for organic 
management practices. 
 
Some producers encountered issues with former employees who did not agree 
with the new production techniques. On the other hand, organic production 
can also be a specific selling point for some employers looking to recruit 
workers who are more aligned with this style of production. 

12. Market Channel Development 
Growers may have difficulty accessing markets, experience price volatility, or 
need to change marketing channels during early stages of business 
development. 
 
Most growers in the organic sector cannot simply rely on established 
marketing channels. They certainly need to take a more active role in marketing 
their product than conventional growers of the same basic commodity. 

 
Resourcing Transitioners One piece of resounding input received from the clear majority of participants is that 

they gave credit to other people who served as a mentor of some sorts to them during 
their transition period. Typically, the advice and support provided by those mentors 
included both help with various elements of an operation including production, 
marketing, and navigating the certification process itself. 
 
The project therefore resulted in the development of a Transition Resource Referral Tool, 
a database which once populated with resources could be used by extension agencies 
such as Canadian Organic Growers, provincial organizations or chapters to refer 
transitioning growers to a variety of resources. This would be focused on connecting 
growers with the right people – mentors, consultants, and certifying bodies. But it would 
also serve as a centralized and updated directory of other resources, from conferences 
to online webinars.  
 
As a concrete deliverable from the project, the project team has delivered the Transition 
Resource Referral Tool to Canadian Organic Growers in such a format that it can be 
distributed to other interested agencies to start populating it with regional data for use 
by central resource personnel. 
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Transition Resource Referral Tool 

 
 
 
Case Studies Each farming operation manages their crops differently and each of their situations has 

its unique challenges and opportunities. It is useful to others considering transition to 
understand the challenges and costs faced by other growers. The full report therefore 
includes a number of Case Studies which are fictional but realistic scenarios based on 
the information that was collected through on-farm visits of organic producers.  
 
The case studies are meant to be indicative of trends and ranges of costs a similar 
operation might expect during their transition process. The following five scenarios are 
presented in detail in the full report. 
 
Verda’s Veggies 

 5 acres of market garden vegetables 
 Need for improved record keeping anticipated, but still a major issue 
 Biggest concerns were maintaining yield and certification process itself 
 Access to organic seed even more challenging than anticipated 
 Positive about future once market grows 

 
Ferme O Lait 

 70 milking cows and a total area of 600 acres in pastures 
 Already fodder-based, required no major or abrupt changes in feed 
 To increase the feed self-sufficiency level through pastures,  
 over 5 km of fences were installed 
 Around $100,000 were saved in the first year on supplements and commercial 

feed, but production also decreased 30% 
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Wilma Matt’s Layers 
 15,000 organic layers 
 Transition coincided with the need for barn replacement 
 Sourcing feed is a continuous challenge, both during transition and to present 

day 
 Hoping for dependable supply of organic grain 

 
James Farms 

 4,500 of field crops 
 Motivated to transition to organic due to potentially lucrative market for an 

organic hemp processor in the area 
 Still operating a small dairy, but do not expect they will transition 
 Market did not materialize, but was able to find another buyer  
 Parallel production of oats leads to crop not being certified 

 
Gemma Gruber 

 First generation farmer, since 1992 
 Produces a large variety of farm outputs including wheat, oats, beef, chicken, and 

a large variety of seasonal fresh produce 
 Record keeping was a huge hurdle to certification 
 New crop with unapproved seed treatment 
 Financially challenging, due to low (if any) premium for organic 
 Maintaining fertility not difficult, through use of manure 

 
 

Recommendations The project team, based on the input received from various stakeholders at focus 
groups, has provided several recommendations for steps that could be taken to facilitate 
growers’ transition to organic production. Those recommended next steps include: 

 Support Active Extension 
There is a lack of extension on both production issues and the certification 
process itself. In addition to facilitating access to extension, more resources 
need to be developed. 
 
Implementation of the Transition Resource Referral Tool would help to improve 
access to extension services, if care is taken to accurately list and compare the 
available provincial resources and keep those updated. Several individuals 
stuck out as having been the source of information for many growers in their 
region. The industry would be well served by fostering the development of 
more of these organic production experts, but extension on the certification 
process itself is also desperately needed to both increase the number of 
individuals transitioning and the resulting success rates. 

 Clarity on Inputs 
A central resource providing greater clarity on exactly which inputs would be 
allowed or disallowed would both facilitate decision-making by potential 
transitioners and reduce the likelihood of failure at certification. 
 
There is a perception that certifying bodies are interpreting the standard 
differently when it comes to allowable inputs. Whether real or not, the clarity 
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from a common and shared understanding (or list) of allowable inputs would 
help the industry overall. 

 Uniformity of Process 
A standardized set of forms would facilitate easier record keeping, help to 
coordinate transition efforts, and potentially lead to development of simpler 
record keeping systems. 
 
The benefits of detailed crop management records go beyond just certification, 
but rather can also assist growers with decision making and management 
actions, thereby hopefully improving both productivity and profitability of their 
operations. 

 Learn from Success 
Deeper study is warranted in regions where organic production has shown 
success, including examination of cultural and systemic factors, as well as the 
role played by government policy and programs. 
 
The organic sector is both larger and growing faster in Quebec than it is in 
most other regions of Canada. While some evaluation of transition support 
programs has been conducted separately under the current project, it would 
also be useful to examine carefully exactly what factors have lead to this 
success particularly in places like Quebec, Vermont, New Hampshire or New 
York State. 

 Foster Value-Added Supply Chains 
There are only few buyers of many organic commodities, posing significant 
market risks. Value-added opportunities through processing infrastructure and 
joint marketing efforts may help to mitigate this risk. 
 
Market development efforts, for both domestic and export markets, would take 
advantage of greater local organic production in areas with lower population 
density. Supply-chain development could also be advanced by developing 
infrastructure needed for processing of organic food, including small abattoirs, 
feed mills, or organic fruit processing facilities. 

 Transition Program 
Many of the other recommendations in this report have been addressed to 
varying degrees at regional or provincial scale. However, if the intention is to 
foster an environment that drastically increases both the number of growers 
and the average size of organic farm operations, a holistic transition program 
with national scale should be considered. 
It would be expected that implementation of some of the above 
recommendations would increase the number of larger-scale farm operations 
that would consider transition. This would prompt the need for improved 
access to capital and insurance, both of which are less readily available to 
organic producers. There is a high degree of optimism in the industry that a 
significant increase in total organic production could be accomplished through 
a combination of extension efforts and such support programs. 
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The Risks of Transitioning 
 
 

Overview The Canadian Organic Growers commissioned this report and engaged Serecon Inc of 
Alberta and Groupe AGÉCO of Québec to conduct research on the risks and costs of 
transitioning to organic production.   
 
The first stage of the current project was to conduct a review of existing literature, which 
is available as a separate document and will not be reproduced in its entirety here. This 
literature review was used in focus groups and case studies to categorize input received 
from growers across Canada. 
 
The literature review was structured according to the typology proposed in Farm 
Management Canada’s Comprehensive Guide to Managing Risk in Agriculture (Maynard 
and Scholz, 2014). FMC’s Guide proposes a specific risk typology, or matrix, for Canadian 
agriculture. This classification system includes 10 risk categories that represent 32 types 
of risks, providing a rigorous framework to identify and define the risks farmers 
experience. FMC updated that classification as part of its AgriShield® platform in 2018, 
which is meant to support Canadian farmers in understanding and managing the risks to 
their farm operation to minimize threats and maximize opportunity.1  
 
While the literature review helped the project team to understand the possible risk 
categories and experiences of others, it was only through detailed interviews and input 
from growers that the project team was able to develop a thorough understanding of 
the risks facing Canadian growers.  The second stage of the project entailed on-farm site 
visits to forty growers across the country, while stage three involved nine separate focus 
groups where growers and other industry stakeholders provided input through 
facilitated discussion. While individuals will remain confidential, the locations for the 
various interviews and focus groups are included in the appendix to this report.   
 
As those focus groups were held across the country, it became apparent which risks 
were key for those transitioning recently to organic production in Canada. While it is not 
possible to assign a quantitative ranking to these risks, we are confident that the “key 
risks” identified during this project are both the most prevalent and of significant 
severity for many potential transitioning growers. We have identified the following risks 
as being key risks: 
 
 

Key Risks 1. Understanding of the Certification Process 
A grower may not be able to access resources required to successfully navigate the 
certification process, including selection of a certifying body. 

2. Record Keeping  
Insufficient or inaccurate records may lead to a crop not being certified. The burden 
of record keeping may lead to a grower not completing transition process. 

                                                           
1 AgriShield is structured around six risk families and 19 categories. Overall, the platform covers over 100 different risk situations. 
It was not yet available for use in this project, as it is going through a pilot phase and will be released officially later this year. 
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3. Weed Management 
A grower may not be able to access the resources required to adequately maintain 
control of weeds and other pests. 

4. Non-Allowable Inputs 
A lack of clarity on inputs allowed for organic certification may lead to a crop not 
being certified. 

5. Few Buyers 
Growers relying initially on a single buyer may lose their market if the purchasing 
business fails. The anticipated organic market premiums may not come to fruition. 

 
 

Medium Risks Further, we identified another four types or risk that pose a medium risk, based on both 
probability and potential impact: 
 
1. Parallel Production 

Growers may not be aware that production of the same crop both conventionally 
and with organic practices may lead to a crop not being certified. 

2. Maintaining Yield 
A grower may not be able to maintain sufficient yield for profit. This may be due to 
farm-specific circumstances or unavailability of extension resources. 

3. Peer Stigma  
Many transitioning growers face stigma from other growers in their 
neighbourhood, with the social detachment possible a considerable personal risk. 

4. Maintaining Cash Flow 
Products during transitional years may result in lower revenue due to lower yield or 
quality, or sometimes being difficult to market at all. In addition, a number of the 
other risks may result in a drop in cash flow. 

5. Access to Capital 
The profits generated by production and sale of organic crops may not be 
sufficient to cover the high capital investment required for transitioning. 

 
 

Other Risks Four other risks are also of note, primarily given their prevalence amongst growers who 
provided input to this project: 
 

Fertility Management 
A grower may find maintaining adequate nutrient levels a challenge when 
unfamiliar with organic production practices. 

Access to Inputs 
Growers may have challenges accessing organic seed and fertilizer (or organic feed 
for livestock) at cost-effective pricing. 

Access to Labour 
Growers may have difficulty accessing sufficient labour for organic management 
practices. 
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Market Channel Development 
Growers may have difficulty accessing markets, experience price volatility, or need 
to change marketing channels during early stages of business development. 

 
In this section of the report, we will explore all these risks and bring together findings 
from the various sources of data for this project, being the literature review, focus 
groups, and case study interviews. 
 
 

Key Risks During this project, the project team gathered information on risks in three ways: 
through a literature review, on-farm visits, and focus groups. The information was 
gathered in this sequence, so that the project team members were already informed by 
literature review results on risk categories, in such a way that it would provide structure 
to the interviews that would confirm whether these were the reality for Canadian 
farmers who had successfully transitioned.  
 
During those on-farm visits, it became clear that there were several key risks that had 
not necessarily been identified in literature review as being significant but were 
considered major obstacles or risks by the farmers interviewed. The final stage of the 
project was to present some of these findings and elicit wider input from a larger 
sample of Canadian organic growers through the series of eight focus groups held 
across the country.   
 
While the focus group sessions helped to refine these key risks further, they were 
identified directly during on-farm visits with growers. Most surprisingly, three of the key 
risks are related to the process of becoming certified – a lack of understanding of the 
process, insufficient record keeping, and a lack of clarity about allowable inputs. The 
other two risks are related to production (weed management) and market (a small 
number of buyers and the risk of a marketing channel collapsing). 
 
 

Understanding of 
the Certi f ication 
Process 

Being able to successfully navigate through the organic certification process requires 
that farmers fully understand not only the organic standard itself, but the way it will be 
interpreted. One of the crucial first decisions growers will make is to identify and select a 
certifying body with which they will have to establish a sound relationship throughout 
the transition process until organic certification is achieved.  
 
The risk of failing to understand the certification process has been documented in the 
literature review under FMC’s ‘Agreement’ and ‘Policy and regulations’ risk categories.  

 The literature related to the Agreement risk category focused mostly on the 
importance of the relationship existing between the transitioning farmers and the 
certifying bodies they are collaborating with. It highlights that while the Canadian 
organic requirements help standardize the approaches used by certifiers, the ways 
in which the certification process is implemented on a farm may differ which 
induces a risk for farmers.  

 Under the Policy and regulations risk category it has been found that 
understanding and complying with the certification requirements may be a 
challenge. The existence of grey areas and the potential for different 
interpretations of the requirements increase that risk.  
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The literature did not identify this risk as a major one. However, failing at fully 
understanding the certification process was identified during both the farm visits and 
focus groups as one of the key risks faced by farmers going through the transition to 
organic production.  
 
Focus group discussions during the present project repeatedly turned to the need for 
extension services. While that certainly included a desire for production information, in 
many instances it became clear that there was simply a lack of understanding of the 
process that the grower would be going through. Even those who eventually 
transitioned successfully initially felt at a loss for how to get the information they 
required about the process, in a way that was sufficiently digestible to them to provide 
the clarity they were seeking. 
 
This reality was indeed echoed during a focus group held to solicit input from the 
certifying bodies themselves. There was clear acknowledgement that for many 
individuals who were considering transitioning, the first phone call would be to a 
certifying body after finding their contact information. While the staff of a certifying 
body are certainly able to provide information on the transition process, the first phone 
call by a grower would certainly include many production or market-related questions 
that could not be fielded by the certifying body. It appears that in the process, a first 
referral to another agency may be leading to this lack of information. 
 
 

Record Keeping To show compliance with the organic standard, transitioning farmers need to keep 
records of most of their activities. While paperwork is a common practice for farmers, 
the need to document and keep record of the farm operations is significantly higher 
under organic production. Inadequate record keeping can have significant 
consequences by delaying the transition for a year or more or even impeding the 
attainment of the certification altogether. Several individuals reported having given up 
on certification for several years after initially being declined certification related to the 
records they kept. 
 
The burden and related risks related to insufficient or inaccurate records during the 
transition process are also well documented in the literature. Specifically, the literature 
highlights that complying with the record keeping requirement may entail significant 
efforts until it becomes integrated into the farm operations over time. In this context the 
burden of record keeping may lead to a grower not completing transition process. Since 
record keeping should normally involve farm employees, but also sometimes suppliers 
and business partners, this risk is even more significant.   
 
Finally, during several focus group sessions there was discussion about enlisting 
electronic record-keeping software to help ease this burden. While there are certainly 
some growers who prefer manual record-keeping due to being self-described 
“computer dinosaurs”, some growers have been actively using detailed crop record-
keeping systems both on desktop computers and in the form of “apps” for smartphones 
and tablets.   
 
In addition to the risk of not being certified, the requirements for detailed records can 
also be a significant source of stress for some farmers who are not used to doing so or 
who feel unsure about how to do it right.   
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Weed 
Management 

There are many production risks related to the transition to organic and weed 
management appears to be the most significant amongst them in most regions. As 
growers move from conventional farming to organic they must adapt and change their 
production techniques which may have a direct impact of their capacity to control pests 
and maintain yields.  
 
The literature shows that pest, disease and weed management may be one of the most 
significant obstacles for transitioning producers and is perceived by conventional 
producers as the biggest challenge to overcome. While solutions exist, growers may not 
be able to access the resources required to adequately maintain control of weeds and 
other pests. 
 
It should be noted also that weeds are not necessarily the biggest risk in all growing 
regions. Especially in areas with lower livestock density, nutrient management for crops 
appears to be a bigger risk. 
 
Beyond dropping off the use of conventional pest control products, it is an entire 
scheme of thinking on how to do things that need to change. Farmers need to move 
towards a more preventative and integrated or holistic approach to pest monitoring, 
detection, and control. Farmers also may have to accept that their fields may look more 
‘messy’ than before, which is connected in part to peer stigma, especially for field-crop 
growers.      
 
 

Non-Allowable 
Inputs 

During the transition period farmers must move away from conventional inputs (and 
suppliers) and learn how to select and use organic certified ones. This shift requires 
farmers to fully understand which inputs are allowed. Failing at doing so and using non-
allowable inputs may lead to a crop not being certified.  
 
It can be difficult for producers to find their way through this as some active substances 
are allowed and others are not, and they can all be sold under different names and 
brands. There could also be conventional inputs that are tolerated if it can be shown 
that their organic counterparts are not available. This is the case especially for organic 
certified seed, which is often unavailable in a region. That being said, the diversity and 
availability of allowed inputs is continuously expanding as research and knowledge is 
growing in this field. The repositories where this information is provided can therefore 
be quickly outdated, which appears to be the biggest problem – in Canada there is no 
one source for consistent interpretation of exactly which inputs will be allowed under 
which circumstances. There is at the very least a perception that different certifying 
bodies interpret the organic standards differently for some inputs.   
 
The literature review highlights this challenge which is experienced in various ways by 
farmers. Specifically, it has been mentioned that by moving away from conventional 
inputs, farmers are likely to lose access to their previous suppliers and advisors. Yet, the 
transition process is specifically the period during which farmers need to rely on 
advisors and partners to determine whether an input or practice is compliant or not with 
the organic requirements. Given the time and efforts required to find new input 
suppliers and advisors, this situation can increase the risk that farmers fail at choosing 
the right inputs. These findings from the literature further emphasizes the importance of 
having access to sound and adept advisory support to ensure the success of transition. 
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The risk is very real, as many growers and certifiers reported instances of instances 
where specific products such as a seed treatment resulted in certification being denied, 
which of course can lead directly to the loss of any organic premium.  
 
 

Few Buyers While growing, the market for organic products remains relatively small. Depending on 
the products and regions, there can be a limited number of customers and market 
channels available for producers. This is particularly true for producers located in remote 
areas, far from cities and main customers, or who are producing under a supply 
management system.  
 
In this context farmers may have to start the transition process by relying on a single 
business partner to sell their products to once they become certified. Such growers may 
lose their market if the purchasing business fails. The anticipated organic market 
premiums may not come to fruition. 
 
This risk was captured in the literature review. Specifically, it has been mentioned that 
given the relatively small market for organic products limits the market opportunities for 
farmers, which in turns provides a stronger market power to customers. This can put 
transitioning producers in a more vulnerable situation and have them to invest more 
time at looking for other market channels.  
 
On the other hand, in a context of growing market demand, more customers will be 
trying to secure supply through contracts (or transition premiums) that will determine 
volumes and prices to producers. This increasingly common practice helps mitigating 
market risks for producers. But this also again increases their dependency on those 
buyers.  
 
Another finding from the literature review pointed to the fact that most farmers starting 
the transition process are assuming that, three years down the road, there will be a 
market to absorb their production and achieve profitability. Yet, if their certification is 
achieved during an economic downturn, demand for organic products may fall and 
product opportunities may disappear before the goods reach the market.  
 
 

Medium Risks The process of identifying and ranking risks was not a quantitative one, but rather one 
of gathering input on both the probability and severity of a risk to a transitioning 
grower. Consequently, for some growers in some industry sub-sectors, the key risks for 
their operation may not have made the shortlist of five Key Risks identified above. 
However, for those individuals the risks below may be either higher probability or higher 
severity than those identified. Their being ranked as “Medium Risks” simply means that 
they are on average either less likely to pose a significant risk or less severe in terms of 
their impact.  
 
However, for individual growers they can be very significant, and it is important that 
mitigation strategies be considered for limiting the potential impact of these risks for a 
transitioning grower and consequently the organic industry. 
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Paral lel  
Production 

Different strategies are used by farmers who want to mitigate the risks of transitioning 
towards organic production, including the one of split or parallel production. Parallel 
production allows farmers to transition only part of their operations (e.g. field crops) 
while continuing producing under a conventional system on other fields or in other 
sectors (e.g. livestock). Doing so enables them to adopt to the organic production 
techniques in one part of their farm without putting their entire operation at risk.  
 
However, many individuals are reported to have failed at initial certification attempts 
because they grew the identical crop both conventionally and organically. This is not 
allowed under Canada’s organic standards, presumably because there is a higher risk 
that a grower might try to sell conventionally-produced product either mistakenly or 
deliberately as having been organically grown. Inadvertent parallel production appears 
to be a fairly common reason for failed certification. The solution may be as simple as 
better knowledge sharing and extension or could perhaps include some opportunity for 
careful consideration when the standards are next reviewed. It may be possible, for 
example, to impose stricter requirements for separation (or different grain storage 
facilities or technologies to ensure traceability) without completely disallowing parallel 
production. 
 
The literature review identified gradual transitioning, or split production, as a way to 
mitigate the risk from a financial standpoint. There is however also production risk 
related to that strategy. Farmers may be facing the difficulty of sustaining two different 
production systems which involve working with different types of inputs, machinery and 
production techniques.  
 
 

Maintaining Yield As farmers move away from conventional production techniques to adopt organic ones, 
it is expected that yields will decrease. Lower yields, together with the absence of 
premiums paid during the transition period, will likely lead to lower revenue for farmers. 
This reality of lower yields, whether for plant crops or livestock, appears to be generally 
accepted by the industry. But it is a risk that must be accounted for and hopefully 
mitigated against. 
 
The risk for growers of not being able to maintain sufficient yield for profit is 
documented frequently in the literature. This may be due to many factors, including 
farm-specific circumstances and is potentially exacerbated by the unavailability of 
extension resources.   
 
In both crop and livestock feed production, maintaining yield is highly interrelated with 
two other risks outlined in this section – weed management and nutrient management. 
Both can fairly rapidly lead to significant yield loss if the grower is unable to access good 
advice to change their pest control and nutrient management practices quickly enough. 
 
 

Peer Stigma According to the literature, producer’s relationship with the community may be 
negatively impacted by the transition to organic. Previous acquaintances may disagree 
with the transition process and fail to understand why more weeds grow in the fields or 
animals fall ill more often than before. The producer may also feel peer pressure from 
colleagues or neighbours who judge his/her capacities based on conventional 
references rather than taking into account production differences related to organic 
certification. 
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This finding was supported during the farm visits and focus groups -- many 
transitioning growers said they faced stigma from other growers in their 
neighbourhood. This was found to be a potential risk in most areas of the country but 
was by far the most pronounced amongst field crop producers in western Canada.   
 
Even when simply considering transitioning to organic production, individuals 
experienced negative responses from their friends and neighbours. In some cases, 
individuals reported that there was over time considerable social detachment within 
their community, in extreme cases resulting in significant isolation from their farming 
peers. 
 
Those individuals consulted felt that a significant element of the negative reaction may 
come from conventional growers feeling that their production methods are being 
attacked as being less environmentally sustainable when a grower decides to transition 
to organic production. There is certainly a feeling that the response is a defensive one, 
with considerable black and white thinking and entrenching of positions.  
 
This stigma is often experienced as a lack of desire to associate with the transitioning 
grower or to engage in any significant production or market-related conversations. 
While not always explicitly stated, poor weed control and its potential impact on 
neighbouring properties is often the lighting-rod for explicit negative comments, but 
the larger impact is often felt in the lack of conversation rather than the direct or 
indirect comments by neighbours. 
 
Some individuals have reported overcoming this negative stigma in part by focusing on 
the financial aspects of their decision to transition when speaking with their 
conventional neighbours. During focus group discussions in western Canada, there was 
a consensus that it would be useful to transitioning growers to have some “sound bites” 
or talking points that they could use to help explain their decision to their neighbours.  
 
Even if this risk of peer stigma would be expected to be reduced over time as organic 
production becomes more common, there are still regions where a negative perception 
remains.  
 
 

Maintaining Cash 
Flow 

Products during transitional years may be lower yield or quality, without organic 
premium and sometimes difficult to market at all.  Of the two issues, yield certainly 
appears to be the more significant issue for most growers.  However, quality aspects 
cannot be forgotten. This is especially the case for growers producing commodity for 
sale to wholesale buyers. Whether vegetables or grains, quality standards are typically 
tied directly to the per-unit sales cost of the product. 
 
Direct-to-consumer marketing is certainly more forgiving when it comes to quality 
aspects, but even market garden operators pointed to the issues that insect pests can 
cause, for example, by making their produce appear to be less palatable.  
 
Another issue identified was the lack of or appropriateness of insurance products 
generally for organic production, but specifically for the transition years. New farm 
operators or those carrying debt load would typically consider purchasing crop 
insurance to protect them in the event of a major crop loss caused by weather or 
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disease. The unique position of an organic grower, with access to a smaller variety of 
pest control products, can exacerbate some production risks.  Designing appropriate 
insurance products can be challenging for the smaller number of organic producers, 
making it available only in a few provinces at present. 
 
 

Access to Capital  When the transition years weaken the farm’s cash flow, farmers may difficulty servicing 
the debt. This may mean a larger, though sometimes temporary, need for access to 
capital which will eventually be alleviated through anticipated higher returns from 
certified crops in following years. 
 
Two other types of growers also face a higher need for capital investment during the 
transition years: intensive livestock producers and large-scale field crop producers. 
 
The organic standards for confined livestock production typically require more space per 
animal, in addition to having other elements related that require specific building design 
elements that together significantly increase the cost of buildings, sometimes to double 
the cost of construction for conventional production. When combined with production 
quota in supply-managed industries, lending institutions may use quota as equity 
against financial offerings, but those transitioning clearly have a higher need for capital 
and may have difficulty accessing it in some instances. 
 
The other category of grower with a high need for capital are field crop growers. Both 
weed and fertility management in an organic production system typically requires more 
tillage and other machinery than is the case for conventional production. At small scale 
such as for market gardens, the acquisition of these implements may not be as 
significant a risk, but it can certainly be a barrier to larger-scale field crop producers 
even financially considering transition because of the high investment required at a time 
when their cash flows will at least temporarily be reduced. 
 
 

Other Risks The above risks are the most prevalent and of the highest severity.  However, there were 
several more risks which will be touched on briefly in this section, because they were a 
significant obstacle to some growers or (in the case of fertility management) an 
extremely common but surmountable risk. 
 
 

Ferti l i ty 
Management 

A farmer may find maintaining adequate nutrient levels a particular challenge when 
unfamiliar with organic production practices. During transition, there is a delay before 
soils gain their full potential based on the new amendments and tillage methods. A 
lower nutrient level during this time may lead to lower yields which will have a direct 
impact of the farm’s profitability during transition. 
 
Green manuring, for example, is an essential part of the management toolkit for an 
organic grower. While conventional growers will understand the basic concept behind 
growing crops simply to increase fertility of the soil, translating those concepts into 
practice is challenging for many once their usual tools are no longer available under the 
organic management regime. 
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Growers who have both crop and livestock production reported less of an issue with 
this, largely because manure can be used along with green manuring and other 
practices to maintain soil fertility.  As long as there is some livestock grown within 
reasonable trucking distances, manure certainly fills that role for all organic producers. 
But in areas where manure is not available, fertility is a major risk and an almost 
insurmountable barrier to organic production. 
 
 

Access to Inputs Growers may have challenges accessing organic seed and fertilizer (or organic feed for 
livestock) at cost-effective pricing and access them in sufficient amount. Suppliers of 
conventional inputs do not always have their organic counterparts in stock. This 
situation is however changing. 
 
The issue of sourcing inputs is challenging for all types of crop amendments and 
livestock inputs.  However, it is particularly acute in terms of seed availability for crop 
production, to the extent that many growers reported going through the motions of 
documenting the unavailability of certified organic seed despite knowing that it would 
not be available. 
 
In the case of livestock production, there are some regional differences in terms of 
which feedstocks are most difficult to source. For example, in Manitoba finding organic 
protein sources is more challenging, while in other regions finding energy feed is more 
of an issue.  But regardless of the exact type of feed, it was clear that there is still a 
significant chicken-and-egg effect. In order for the organic livestock sector to flourish, 
there will need to be a more significant organic field crop sector. 
 
 

Access to Labour Growers may have difficulty accessing sufficient labour for organic management 
practices. The amount of labour required may not be that foreign to a market garden 
vegetable operation, which already require considerable manual labour. However, it may 
require a little more adjustment for a field crop grower given the need for more labour 
both for nutrient and weed management. 
 
Furthermore, the employees already on the transitioning farm have to agree to change 
their practices and ways of doing things. This includes keeping strict record of 
operations and performing more monitoring and preventative work.  Intertwined with 
the issue of peer stigma identified above, some producers encountered issues with 
former employees who did not agree with the new production techniques and had to be 
let go. This change to entrenched methods increased the challenge of recruiting and 
retaining labour for some growers. That being said, organic production can also be a 
specific selling point for some employers looking to recruit workers who are more 
aligned with this style of production.  
 
 

Market Channel  
Development 

Growers may have difficulty accessing markets, experience price volatility, or need to 
change marketing channels during early stages of business development. For sectors 
under supply management, this risk is significantly lower given that most marketing is 
taken care of by the marketing board.  
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Similar to the issue of “Few Buyers” identified above, it is clear that growers in the 
organic sector cannot simply rely on established marketing channels. Organic growers 
certainly need to take a more active role in marketing their product than conventional 
growers of the same basic commodity. 
 
 

Obstacles 
Encountered 

In the course of this project, the project team refined the list of Key/Medium/Other risks 
based on iterative input from many stakeholders, particularly through the many 
individuals who participated in focus groups across the country. The final categorization 
of the key risks for transitioners is based on that iterative and interactive process, rather 
than strictly a quantitative evaluation of survey responses.  However, the responses to 
initial surveys during on-farm visits is also rather informative, as it was quite reflective of 
the overall outcomes of this project. 
 
The chart below shows the percentage of growers who ranked a risk as being either a 4 
or 5 before they began transitioning (on a scale from 0 being not concerned and 5 being 
very concerned). 
 

Figure 1: Risks of Concern when Considering Transition 

 
 
 

 When then asked about the actual obstacles encountered during the transition period, 
growers ranked the following as being either a 4 or 5 (with 0= not an obstacle, 5=major 
obstacle). 
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Figure 2: Obstacles Encountered during Transition 
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The Costs of Transition 
 
 

Overview When the current project was initiated, it was hoped that it might be possible to elicit 
a range of costs by commodity/sector, for each of the crucial three time-periods 
(conventional, transitional, and organic production). However, as participants 
volunteered or were recruited, it quickly became apparent that there would be only 
very few farms which grow the same crops during the transition period as they do 
either before or after the transition. Instead, farms used creativity in their specific 
circumstances to choose transitional crops that produced revenue, often at very low 
input costs.   
 
The diagram below shows the categories of crops grown by farms who are 
transitioning to organic. We have attempted to give these categories a name in order 
to make it clearer why a relative revenue and cost profile is often not only difficult to 
identify, but also irrelevant given the nature of the transition. 
 
As a result, and in order to protect informants’ privacy and business interests, we 
have instead crafted “Case Studies” that present realistic scenarios of costs, obstacles, 
and risks faced by transitioning growers. Those case studies do not present 
mathematical averages, but rather realistic estimates as well as some minimums, 
maximums, and quartiles showing the range of quantitative data received from 
various sources.  
 
When embarking on the case study interviews, we came across a number of growers 
in a category we have named “Finally Certified” who were already producing the 
same crops and using very similar production methods as those required for organic 
certification. Typically, these individuals are driven to producing organically out of 
principle and strong personal conviction. Their production methods do not change in 
any significant way, meaning that their costs also do not change significantly, though 
there may sometimes be an increase in their revenue once their production is 
certified. 
 
 

Only few farms grow 
the same crop during 
the transition years as 
either before or after 
transition. 

Category Before 
Transition 

During 
Transition 

Certified 
Organic 

Finally Certified Crop A 

Greenfield Certification Forage Crop A 

Rotational Greenfield Crop C Crop B Crop A 

Direct Transitioners Crop A Crop A (organic production) 

 
 
A category of transitioners we have termed “Greenfield Certification” typically 
identifies a certain land parcel has received very few, if any, inputs over the preceding 
years. In this way, they shorten the transition period significantly because they are 
able to get their first crop of the target type certified without transitioning through 
that or another crop. We found this to be a very common approach amongst the 
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successful transitioners we spoke to during case study interview, including both 
individuals who used some of their own land which had typically been in forage 
production or other land which had for some other reason not received many inputs 
in the preceding years. 
 
A similar scenario was created by individuals who were transitioning land that had 
received inputs in the previous three years, by producing a transitional crop that (a) 
does not require many inputs and (b) produces revenue.  Alfalfa and other forage 
crops including pasture are commonly chosen by this “Rotational Greenfield” 
category.  This type of transition was very popular amongst growers transitioning 
from conventional to organic field crops. 
 
Lastly, there remain the “Direct Transitioners”, growers who produce the same type 
of crop before, during and after transition. In this type of scenario, a more detailed 
analysis of costs and revenues is both more meaningful and relevant, so we have 
broken out several commodity groups where we found this type of scenario: dairy, 
livestock and horticultural producers. 
 
Our intent in naming these categories was for ease of reference throughout the 
remainder of this report and to demonstrate the reality of one of the project team’s 
key learnings early during the course of the project. While it was initially assumed 
that individuals would transition a type of product from conventional to organic, that 
was in practice rarely the case with individuals interviewed. Rather, there was typically 
a change in crops as part of the transition process. And this change in crop type was 
one of the key areas of creativity, with growers leveraging local realities to produce a 
transitional crop that produced some revenue or at the very least added considerable 
rotational benefits at low cost. This creativity around the selection of the rotational 
crop is the key reason that there were less financial costs than anticipated for crop 
production. 
 
 

Final ly Certi f ied Quite a few growers who volunteered to participate in the case study interviews had 
begun using organic production methods driven primarily by personal conviction 
and/or health reasons. In many cases, they had used these production methods for 
many years, but had not previously had a significant reason to have their outputs 
certified as organic. 
 
In some cases, organic financial premiums were the motivator behind pursuing 
certification, while in others it appears to have been primarily motivated by 
community or simply following through on their convictions about organic 
production. 
 
Whatever the reason, we found that for individuals in this category, there were only 
small changes in costs between their production before and after organic 
certification. The differences in costs were almost insignificant for most individuals, to 
the point where it really only made sense to collect data on those elements where 
there was a difference, rather than their full cost profile. 
 
It became apparent that capturing a full cost profile would not significantly assist 
other growers, because the absolutely value of costs varies so widely based on the 
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commodities being produced, the regional differences, and the scale of the 
operation.  
 
However, we were able to identify a few key cost categories where these individuals 
did incur some additional costs during the transition years: 

1. Increased costs associated with enhanced record keeping  

2. Increased costs associated with sourcing organic inputs, especially the labour 
requirement for conducting searches 

3. Increased costs associated with sourcing organic feed ingredients, for 
livestock producers. This also relates to sourcing organic straw for bedding. 

4. Decreased costs for categories such as antibiotics where previously 
judiciously-used inputs are no longer allowable under organic standards 

5. Especially in the case of livestock operations, some capital investment is 
typically required to meet organic standards, even if many similar 
management methods had been used previously 

 
Many of these costs will continue to exist even after being certified organic, but the 
cost profile changed slightly during the transition years.   
 
It should be noted also that the revenue profile changed for several of these growers, 
due to production constraints experienced even when making slight changes to 
management practices.  This was the case, for example, for dairy producers who saw 
decreased milk production when changing their production practices. Even though 
they had previously already used few inputs, small changes to antibiotic use, for 
example, lead to small increases in death loss. 
 
 

Greenfield 
Certi f ication 

While the organic industry is growing, it still represents only a small fraction of the 
total agricultural land base of Canada. This has led to the possibility for many 
growers to simply find land that has received few inputs in previous years as their 
source for an easier transition. This was found to be particularly common with 
vegetable growers, most of whom require only a small land base for their crops. 
 
Typically, this land would have been in forages for several years. Growers would be 
particularly interested in this land if the forage stand was recent, it still included 
alfalfa or other legumes, or has been extensively grazed. These scenarios would mean 
that transition could be fairly rapid without significant issues with nutrient levels. 
However, many also reported that they would need to green manure this land fairly 
soon, if not immediately before their first organic crop. 
 
 

Rotational 
Certi f ication 

Similarly, growers transitioning to organic field crop production typically produce a 
low-input transitional crop which is neither the conventional crop nor the first 
organic crop. In fact, there was one crop that stood out above all others in this 
category – the majority of field crop growers grew alfalfa or a mix of alfalfa and 
grasses during the transition years. 
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This is presumably due to the agronomic benefits of doing so, because both weed 
and fertility management in the initial years of organic production benefit from alfalfa 
preceding those crops in rotation.  Some of the reported benefits of alfalfa 
production to subsequent crops include higher soil organic matter and higher 
nitrogen levels in the soil compared to after other cash crops. In many cases, pressure 
from various pests (including weeds, insects, and diseases) is also lower for 
subsequent crops.  It is also a crop that requires no nitrogen fertilizer and few (if any) 
herbicide applications.  All these qualities make it a natural choice for transition. 
 
Finally, the choice of alfalfa simply as a green manure would be costly if it were to be 
maintained for three years without generating any revenue.  However, growers 
reported several ways in which their transitional forage stand was used to generate 
revenue: 

 Less common, but some produced alfalfa seed during the transitional years, 
generating considerably higher returns 

 They fed the forage to their own livestock 

 They sold the forage to neighbours as hay 

 They rented the land to neighbours as pasture land (with the added benefit of 
fertilizer from manure for the following organic crops) 

 
 

Direct 
Transit ioners 

The above creative options (a greenfield conversion of forages, or rotation through a 
transitional forage crop) are much preferred because they are easier to sustain both 
financially and agronomically.  However, there are some individuals who simply must 
transition a product from conventional to organic production. This is particularly the 
case for livestock producers. 
 
While it was initially imagined that the costs of these transitions could be more easily 
discerned, the reality found was that there are not many individuals that find 
themselves in this position. However, livestock producers do have this scenario 
regardless of whether they are producing animals for meat or other byproducts 
(particularly milk and eggs). We discuss the real costs to these producers below, 
especially in the case of confined feeding operations. 
 
 
 

Horticulture During the survey process, we were able to contact and meet with seven producers 
whose primary source of revenue was the production of fruits and/or vegetables. We 
have broadly included these producers with other similar horticulture-based 
operations. Respondents resided from three provinces, Nova Scotia, New Brunswick, 
and British Columbia. On these farms, a multitude of vegetables and fruits were 
grown. Fruits and vegetables that were produced on these farms included:  
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Horticulture farms have 
the largest variety of 
crops – often on the 
same operation. 

Table: Horticulture Crops on Surveyed Farms 

- Onions - Salad Greens 
- Beets - Potatoes 
- Carrots - Pears 
- Garlic - Plums 
- Melons - Cabbage 
- Squash - Tomatoes 
- Apples - other various vegetables 

 
 

 All the participants grew strictly certified organic vegetables or fruits. There were no 
mixed operations that grew organic and non-organic produce. Participants were 
quite diverse in age (as based on the age of the primary manager or owner). Two of 
the farms surveyed were between the ages of 26-35, two between 36-45, and three 
between the age of 46-55.  
 
The total number of acres that were farmed by each operation ranged significantly. 
Some were as small as 1.5 acres whereas the largest surveyed was 225 acres. The 
total acreage covered by the producers in this survey was 468 acres. Of these 468 
acres surveyed, 50 percent of these acres were owned and the other 50% were 
leased/rented. Only one of the farms was currently in the process of transitioning 
land to certified organic.  
 
Most of the producers were within their first five years of farming as certified organic. 
The average number of years farming including non-organic production would have 
been much higher (well over ten years) as many operated non-organically long 
before they transitioned to certified organic production. 
 
As mentioned through the survey and discussions with the surveyors, the most 
important motivating factor or reason for transitioning to certified organic 
production was to access the expanding market. The respondents made it very clear 
that there was a market opportunity for producers to grow organically produced 
fruits and vegetables. The magnitude of demand for organic produce is not currently 
being fulfilled and has created an opportunity for certified organic producers. The 
next most important motivating factor declared was the potential to increase profits. 
This is seemingly linked with the primary motivating factor of increasing market 
opportunities. The third most important motivating factor was farm sustainability and 
being able to produce fruits and vegetables for generations to come. There was the 
strong belief that producing fruits and vegetables organically was the right way to 
farm and would allow them to farm for many years to come.  
  
The primary marketing channel that is utilized by the surveyed participants was the 
direct to consumer channel. Direct to consumer marketing channels can be classified 
as farmers markets or roadside farm stands where the buyer of the produce is able to 
speak with the people who are actively involved in the production process. Only one 
of the surveyed producers indicated that their primary marketing channel was a 
wholesaler. The secondary marketing channel for many of the participants was 
through an aggregator or wholesaler.  
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The survey explored the concerns and obstacles faced by transitioning organic 
producers. This was done to assess what the primary stresses were on the producers 
prior to the transition and the stresses that remained even after having transitioned. 
This information is valuable for those considering transition as it provides more 
background to producers and further consideration for those that are deciding 
whether the transition will be worthwhile.  
 
The top three concerns of producers at the time they were considering transitioning 
to organic horticulture were the: 

1. Certification process 
2. Economic viability 
3. Assurance in price 

 
The survey respondents made it very clear during the survey process that passing 
certification and fully understanding the certification requirements were their major 
concern when considering transition for horticultural crops.  
 
The top three obstacles or challenges that organic producers actually faced during 
the transition years were: 

1. Controlling insects 
2. Controlling weeds 
3. Understanding the organic certification requirements 

 
The table below outlines the resources that were used to aid in the transition process. 
A total of seven surveys were conducted. The number in the second column indicates 
the number of producers that used each respective resource.  
 

 Table 1: Resources Utilized by Horticultural Producers 

Consultant/mentor 5 
Internet Webinar 2 
Internet Articles 5 
Books or other hard literature 5 
Field days and research plots 4 
Producer group or organization 6 
Conference 2 
Other 1 

 

 
The most commonly used resource was the producer group or organization followed 
by consultant/mentor, internet article, and books and other hard literature. 
 
The most valuable medium of resources that was utilized was consultant/mentor, 
followed by internet articles and field days and research plots. One producer 
mentioned that they hired an agronomist on as staff and has found that they provide 
significant value to their operation.  
 
The most commonly researched topic was organic pest, disease and weed 
management, followed by certification for organic products, and soil health 
management.  
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Majority of the producers believed that they would be farming organically for 15 
years or more into the future, however, two of the producers surveyed were not sure 
whether they would be farming organically for more than five years.  

Key Takeaways One of the most important comments we heard from many producers was their 
specific reasoning for wanting to transition to certified organically. Prior to being 
certified organic, producers generally grew their product using farming techniques 
that are widely accepted by organic certifiers. Farmers management practices 
required little change to become certified organic. Increasing the amount of record 
keeping was the main management practice that needed to be improved to meet the 
certifier’s criteria.  
 
Specifically, the main motivating factor that convinced these producers to become 
certified organic was to sell product to an aggregator, wholesaler, cooperative or 
restaurant. When selling direct to consumer, producers were able to tell their story 
and share how they produced the product they were selling. When selling through 
one of the other marketing channels, they are not able to communicate this message 
to the consumer and therefore require the label to communicate on their behalf. The 
desire to market through these specific marketing channels has driven producers to 
transition their farms to align with the certification standards of the respective 
certifiers.  
 
As previously mentioned, we surveyed both vegetable and fruit farms during the 
survey. For the purposes of this study, both products are classified as horticultural 
crops. However, there is an important distinguishing factor between the fruits and 
vegetables as it relates to this survey. The fruits that were included as part of the 
survey take multiple years to establish and begin producing saleable fruit. As a direct 
result, the transition to organic production can occur during the establishment of 
new orchard. This was the approach that the participating fruit producers utilized to 
transition to certified organic production. As a direct result, the costs of transitioning 
the orchard to organic production was minimal.  
 
Alternatively, the scenario may exist that a producer wishes to convert their existing 
conventional orchard to organic production, in which case they would need to 
discontinue conventional management practices, likely reducing yield, and sell their 
product at conventional pricing. This would result in less gross revenue for the 
producer during the transition period.  
 
We spoke with a couple producers that have transitioned farmland that was 
previously farmed as conventional and is now classified as certified organic. As 
previously mentioned, the management practices that were utilized generally did not 
differ before, during, or after the transition process. Producers were able to sustain 
the transition process by selling produce during the transition years through farmers 
markets. It was not necessary for producers to be certified organic as they were able 
to tell consumers how they grew their product. The fact that it was grown on 
transitional lands was irrelevant. Producers generally did not believe that pricing 
differed between product that was labelled as certified organic and product that was 
not. From this perspective, there is little to no revenue foregone as a result of 
growing vegetables on land in transition.  
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Cost Summary As a direct result of minimal changes required to transition to certified organic, the 
costs associated with transitioning horticulture-based farms was very minimal. The 
primary category were transitional costs were incurred was directly attributed to 
labour costs. Additional time was required to learn and understand the organic 
production standards for what was and wasn’t allowed as part of certified organic 
production. This involved reading through the organic standards and consulting 
other growers of how they were able to producer organically. Other labour items 
include creating buffer strips, small amounts of repairs or alterations, developing 
record keeping systems and looking for organically approved inputs.  
 
It is important to understand the difference between costs that are directly associated 
with producing organically and costs that are associated with transitioning. The 
difference between the two is subtle, however, key to understand. Transition costs are 
costs that are incurred by the farming operation to make the farming operation 
eligible to producer organically. Costs that are directly associated with the production 
of organic produce, such as the cost of seed, labour utilized in the production of 
produce, water, etc., are not transition costs as these are costs that would be 
recouped through the sales of organic product.  
 
The various types of transitioners encounter very different situations in their crop’s 
directs costs. For instance, one of our respondents encountered an extra $1.213 per 
hectare the first year of transition, mainly due to seed costs. On the other end of the 
spectrum, one of our producers reduced its costs by almost 600$/ha because of the 
decrease of the chemical fertilizers bill. The second year is very similar to the first one 
but may vary according to the crop selection. 
 
 

Production Issues One important aspect of learning how to produce organically is the control of pests 
(insects, weeds, and diseases) through alternative methods. Survey participants listed 
a variety of different methods and techniques to control pests and more specifically, 
weeds. The most common method of controlling weeds is by roguing or hand 
removing the weeds. Other more unique methods of controlling weeds include: 

 Flame weeding 
 Wheel hoes 
 Mulch 
 Black fabric 
 Stale seedbeds 
 In-row cultivation 

 
 

Investment Issues Some producers had to make major investments on their farm during transition, for 
instance to bring old buildings up to date with animal welfare or environmental 
standards required under organic production or to have more storage capacity for 
grains. Some others had to buy equipment or machinery to be more autonomous 
and avoid cross-contamination. There was a huge dispersion in terms of the amount 
of capital investment required. For some respondents, the investment can easily run 
to $100,000, but many had very little or no investment at all to make. 
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Livestock A number of livestock producers were interviewed during the on-farm site visits. They 
produced eggs, broilers, turkeys, pigs, beef, and milk.  Many of the issues across the 
livestock species are similar and are captured in part in the case studies later in this 
report. Since eight dairy producers were interviewed, the project team was able to 
gather the most responses from this sector and we address it separately here as an 
indicator of overall risks and costs for the livestock sector. 
 
Dairy participants were diverse in terms of the demographics, but half of the 
respondents in the on-farm visits of dairy farms were in the 26-35 age category. 
 
All the dairies produced at least a portion of their own feed, by growing crops such 
as corn, rye, and hay. All of them also grew hay and had pastures for their herd.  All 
of the dairy farms were 100% certified organic.  Two of the growers we spoke with 
had transitioned before the year 2000, but the majority transitioned to organic 
production between 2015 and present. They had herd sizes ranging from 37 to 200 
head. 
 
For dairy producers, farm sustainability and human health were the predominant 
motivators behind the decision to become certified organic, though the potential for 
increased profit was also a factor for most of them.   
 
The top concerns for dairy growers when considering their transition were: 

 Certification process 
 Funding required to sustain the transition 
 Assurance in milk quality 
 Milk yield 

 
The survey respondents made it very clear that passing certification and fully 
understanding the certification requirements were their major concern when 
considering transition. This was especially the case with respect to maintaining herd 
health, which is intertwined in a dairy setting with both quality and quantity of milk.  
 
The top obstacles or challenges that organic dairy producers encountered during 
their transition included: 

1. Record keeping 
2. Understanding the certification process 
3. Finding technical expertise 
4. Cost of organic inputs 

 
The top two are common amongst all grower categories interviewed – the 
certification process and record keeping requirements are key challenges. With 
respect to technical expertise, in the dairy context the predominant concern was 
maintaining herd health without access to antibiotics. 
 
Dairy expertise was found by them through the three most commonly reported 
resources they drew on during the transition period: field days, producer groups, 
consultant/mentors, and internet articles. Of these, the clearly preferred resource in 
the dairy industry were field days and consultants or mentors.  
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 The issue of access to land was problematic for several of the growers, in that there 
was uncertainty for some of them in how long they would be able to continue to 
access leased land used for pasture.  The cost of land itself was no different than it 
was for their conventional neighbours, as none reported any significant difference in 
land value or rental rates for organic land in their area. 
 
The dairy growers were certainly optimistic about the sustainability of their 
operations. As was the case for most of the producers visited in this project, every 
one of the dairy producers believed that they would be farming organically for 15 
years or more into the future. 
 
 

Cost Summary The various type of transitioners encountered very different situations in their herd’s 
directs costs, with a wide range including both reports of higher and lower costs 
during transition. For instance, a few of our respondents encountered an extra $60 to 
$500/head during transition, mainly due to the need to buy certified organic feed 
(many begin their transition with the herd without first having converted their crops). 
One other significant additional cost is an increased need for labour, between 50 and 
140 hours of additional time being required. 
 
On the other hand, one producer reduced his costs more than $1,700/head because 
of the decrease of the feed supplement and veterinary bills. While not an overall 
decrease, several others also reported that the cost of veterinary supplies decreased, 
though these were typically more than offset by the increased price of feeds. 
 
One cost that was common amongst all seven growers studied was the need for 
some capital investment for changes to buildings, facilities and equipment. For the 
growers interviewed, this capital investment ranged from $15,000 to $750,000. 
 
The need for huge capital investment arises especially in the case of confined 
livestock, where larger barns are typically required due to a combination of larger 
space requirements per animal and other elements of the organic standard related to 
animal welfare, such as access to the exterior. The investments in these cases easily 
reach into the hundreds of thousands of dollars, in which case access to both equity 
and debt capital can become an insurmountable challenge for some growers. 
 
 

Production Issues One of the biggest changes to management under organic standards is no longer 
having access to antibiotics. The experiences of growers in this element of transition 
varied widely. Some reported significantly increased incidence of herd health issues 
initially, though they eventually sought out advice from dairies that had years of 
organic experience. One grower actually reported a decrease in the incidence of calf 
scours after stopping the use of antibiotics, which the grower attributed to changes 
in feed and bedding. 
 
By far the most time-consuming and problematic issue was the sourcing of organic 
feeds. There were some regional differences in that growers in one region reported 
difficulties in sourcing energy constituents of their feed, while growers in other 
regions reported challenges sourcing protein (soybeans). 
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The difficulty in accessing organic feed is currently a significant barrier to expansion 
of the livestock industry. Organic feed is already understandably considerably more 
expensive than conventional feed, given the premium that organic feed must 
command given lower yields. In the current marketplace where organic production is 
not prevalent in most regions, the overall cost is exacerbated by the huge 
transportation cost that often comes with feed trucked in from several hours drive 
away. This is a common problem heard from all livestock producers interviewed 
across the country. 
 
The colocation of livestock and organic field-crop production would provide many 
benefits, as access to manure is one of the key strategies for maintaining soil nutrient 
levels and overall fertility. 
 
When asked for which production issues, more extension or better management 
practices would be desired, the majority ranked disease management as highest, 
both for their dairy herd and their crops/pasture.  Soil health management was 
ranked a close second by dairy growers. 
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Transition Resource Referral Tool 
 
 

Overview In addition to this report, the other key deliverable from the current project was the 
development of a Transitioning Tool that would assist growers with the transitioning 
process. The objective was to develop a tool that would help producers assess the 
risks which they will be facing during the transitioning years, in advance of 
encountering those risks.   
 
The tool itself was therefore initially envisioned as a risk self-assessment tool similar 
to electronic workbooks that Serecon had previously developed for other agricultural 
sectors, such as biosecurity assessment tool for confined livestock operations.  This 
assumed that it is best to first identify and/or measure risks and then find a way to 
mitigate them. 
 
As it turned out, the feedback from focus group participants was extremely useful in 
that it challenged the project team’s base premise. Neither a risk-assessment tool nor 
a complementary financial planning template were seen as viable, primarily because 
growers felt that they would not be adopted by transitioning growers for various 
reasons.  However, focus group participants did feel that there was a need for more 
effective ways to connect transitioning growers to the resources they need for 
transitioning.  This section outlines the process that developed during the present 
study, as well as the final product and the conditions that would be required for its 
successful implementation.  
 
 

Risk Self-
Assessment 

The purpose for the present project was to identify the specific risks and costs faced 
by individuals transitioning to organic production. It was envisioned at the outset of 
the project that this could lead to a self-assessment tool that could be used by 
growers to identify their own risk profile. The purpose would be to thereby provide 
an opportunity to the grower to mitigate those risks through proactive strategies as 
they enter the transition period. 
 
Consequently, the project team developed a risk self-assessment tool prototype in 
Microsoft Excel. The risk categories initially included those from the FMC framework. 
It would have presented a range of typical values based on the literature review and 
the findings during case study interviews.   
 
The screenshot below provides an insight into the tool and how it would function. For 
each risk category, a grower would rank their operation as being in one of the 
following levels of risk for that category: 

 None 
 Low 
 Medium 
 High 
 Positive 
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For example, in the example in the Figure below, this grower ranked her 
“Relationship” risk as being high. By mousing over the selection cells, the grower 
would have been presented with an explanation of how this category pertains to 
organic transition (in this case, it identifies the issue of peer stigma that some 
growers face from their neighbours who don’t approve of the grower’s transitioning). 
From our literature review and responses for this category, the range of typical values 
for this category would be none to medium, so this grower by identifying that this 
was a high risk for their farm would have that flagged through colour indicators.  The 
tool also included a notes field where the grower could make notes for themselves as 
they go through the self-assessment process. 

 
Figure 3: Risk Self-Assessment Tool Prototype 

 
 

 A prototype of this tool was developed to the degree necessary to present its 
functionality to focus groups. It was based on similar self-assessment processes used 
in other farming situations such as biosecurity self-assessments for confined livestock 
operations. Microsoft Excel was chosen as the platform for such a tool as it would 
reduce the learning curve for users due it being widely available, while also reducing 
concerns about data privacy which would result from such a tool being made 
available online. 
 
 

Financial 
Planning Tool 

It became apparent through the case study interview process that many growers did 
not have a management accounting system in place that would easily allow them to 
review the costs of individual elements of their operation.  The required financial 
records for tax purposes were certainly kept by the farms, but the records were not in 
a format that could easily facilitate either management decisions or business strategy 
development.  
 
For this reason, it was decided that it might be useful to have a template for a Cost of 
Production template that was both tailored to the type of product being produced 
and specifically addressed the years before, during and after transition. 
 
It was already apparent that the current project would not be capable of presenting 
an accurate Cost of Production for each relevant commodity given that only 40 
individuals were interviewed, but there were dozens of specific products being 

Risk Category Explanation Posit
ive

None/N
A

Lo
w

Medium

High My Notes
Personal Considerations

Farm Safety

Farm safety risks are those related to workplace injuries and 
illnesses. They encompass the procedures and programs 
that ensure the farm is a safe and healthy place to work. None/NA No risks on our farm.

Health
Health risks are those related to afflictions to the physical, 
mental and social wellbeing of owners or workers. Positive Expect both John and Sarah will have better health

Relationship

Relationship risks are those related to any kind of 
connection between people related to or having dealings 
with each other.

Low

Financial Considerations

Money Management

Money management risks are those related to the 
processes of budgeting, receiving, spending, saving, 
investing, borrowing and/or otherwise overseeing the 
income and expenses on a farm.

Low
Given the contracts with two different wholesalers, as 
well as the excellent records Sarah keeps, our risk should 
be lower than average.

The relationship with consumers can benefit from the 
transparency of the organic requirements in direct-sale 
activities. 

Also, the producer’s relationship with the community may 
be negatively impacted by the transition to organic as 
previous acquaintances may disagree with the transition 
process or production differences. 
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produced. However, it was expected that some general guidance could be provided 
in terms of ranges of potential decreases in revenues or increases/decreases in costs 
should be expected. The key purposes of such a tool, however, was to provide the 
potential transitioner with a tool that would help focus their decision making on the 
transition period. The tool was quite straightforward, with rows of data based on 
revenue and cost categories, with columns customized to that specific grower’s 
anticipated transition timing.  
 
The prototype tool was as shown in the Figure below. 

 
Figure 4: Financial Planning Tool Prototype 

 
 
 As will be discussed below, this prototype tool was presented to growers in this 

format at several focus groups. However, it was felt that the type of grower that 
would be most likely to benefit from this type of structured financial presentation 
would be unlikely to access it. 
 
 

Transitioning 
Referral 

Both the risk self-assessment and financial transitioning tools were presented to a 
series of focus groups. In all cases, the tools were presented as views of the prototype 
input sheets through a slide deck to provide some insight into the tool’s capabilities.  
The feedback received can be summarized as follows: 

 Many growers would be unlikely to seek out electronic tools of this nature 

 Those growers that would be inclined to use such a tool would be able to find 
similar tools rather than relying a new one specific only to the transition period 

 
The feedback was very clear that the tools themselves would not address the needs 
of the target market. It was not an issue with the way the tool was designed, but 
rather with the entire concept of electronic tools specific to risk and finances of 
transitioning. 
 
The conversation in focus groups, particularly in the last two sessions, was then 
steered towards the type of tool that might find some use. A consensus was 
developed through that process that a tool to address transition risks should: 

Reference Transition Transition Transition Organic Organic
Year Year 1 Year 2 Year 3 Year 1 Year 2

2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017
Product Wheat Wheat Alfalfa Alfalfa Wheat Wheat

Revenue

Wheat

Alfalfa

Other

Costs

Seed

Fertilizer

Chemical

Cost Category

Growers reported a 5-20% decrease in revenues during transition period for field crops.

Growers reported 15-80% lower costs during transition period



  
 R i s k s  o f  T r a n s i t i o n i n g  t o  O r g a n i c   
 
 
 

 
 
 
File #1163A17.1 P a g e  | 34 

 Seek to connect transitioners with resources 
 Focus on people as resources, in addition to other more tangible resources 
 Involve people in the delivery of the tool itself 

 
This direction for the tool follows from what was heard throughout most of the focus 
groups about challenges experienced by growers through a general lack of accessible 
extension services. On the one hand, people thinking of transitioning had some 
difficulty just finding information on the process. On the other hand, even those who 
had successfully transitioned felt that there simply aren’t enough extension services 
available through the combination of government agencies, organic producer 
organizations, and private consultancy. 
 
While there is a desire to develop more capacity to provide extension services, in 
most regions it was possible to identify a few key people who would be able to 
provide some extension. However, the problem remained that for many transitioners 
the first phone call was being placed to a certifying body, who feel that it is not their 
role to provide extension services. 
 
It was determined therefore that the most useful tool that could be provided to 
potential transitioners is essentially a database of where they might find appropriate 
resources for their specific type of operation and location. 
 
We have therefore developed a database structure that would be populated with 
resources under the following categories: 

 Peers 
 Mentors 
 Extension Staff 
 Research Organizations 
 Producer Organizations 
 Certifying Bodies 
 Chapters 

 
The database can be filtered based on the grower’s region, crops/products, and their 
current stage of interest (whether merely interested or already actively transitioning). 
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Figure 5: Transition Resource Referral Tool 

 
 
 
 This type of tool would ultimately have the most value if populated with data by all 

the necessary agencies and if it were made accessible to people online. Crafting this 
type of online database would require considerable informatics resources and would 
be premature at this stage. 
 
Most importantly, keeping such a database current will be challenging unless there 
are key individuals from each agency tasked with maintaining it. For this reason, we 
would caution against wide-scale distribution of this tool initially. 
 
Rather, we recommend that it might be best to have the tool used as an Excel 
resource in the near term, coordinated between Canadian Organic Growers and 
several appropriate regional leads. The exact agencies that use it initially would vary 
depending both on current leadership roles and available staff resources. However, it 
might be possible to rapidly populate the database with some of the most crucial 
resources. Such a tool might also be of interest to certifying bodies, for example, who 
expressed difficulties with handling of initial enquiries where growers really needed 
extension services rather than inspection services. 
 
As a concrete deliverable from the project, the project team has delivered the 
Transition Resource Referral Tool to Canadian Organic Growers in such a format that 
can be distributed to other interested agencies and populated with regional data for 
use by central resource personnel. 
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Resources for 
Transit ion 

The project team utilized two sources of information on the resources used by 
successful transitioners. On the one hand, individual growers were surveyed in detail 
about which resources they used and how useful they were to them in the transition 
process. On the other hand, focus groups were asked to develop lists and rank 
potential resources as part of a “snakes & ladders” exercise. As a result, the project 
team can present an overview of which resources are currently most useful, as well as 
some recommendations on how resources could be either developed or made more 
accessible to help close some of the gaps and mitigate risks identified in this project. 
 
The charts included throughout this section of the report are based on the responses 
by individual growers when surveyed on their farm about their successful transition. 
The most interesting finding is how crucial a role mentors and peers played in acting 
as a resource to transitioning growers. The chart below shows, for example that 70% 
of respondents identified consultants and mentors as a resource on which they had 
relied during their transition years. In conversation with those individuals, it became 
clear that a mentor was often the single most important resource to those individuals. 
 

Figure 6: Resources Used by Growers in Transition 

 
 
In fact, a recurring theme was the identification of one or two key individuals who 
received credit from the grower for assisting them with transition. When asked how 
they identified that individual, by far the most common response was that they 
initially met at a conference or workshop on organic production. This specific 
sequence of events – conference leading to mentor – was confirmed as well by many 
participants at the focus groups across the country. 
 
It would be beneficial therefore to ensure that the database of resources is kept 
current, particularly with respect to upcoming events and conferences. These 
categories -- mentors, field days, and producer groups – were reported to have been 
most commonly utilized by participants in this study.  However, this does not mean 
that other resources should be left out of the Transition Resource Referral Tool, 
because they may have been underutilized in the past in part because they were 
difficult to find or access. 
 
For example, one grower couple reported that they had relied exclusively on online 
resources such as webinars, videos, and articles. Another couple, on the other hand, 
was proud to show our surveyors a collection of books that they had amassed over 

Consultant/mentor

Field days and research plots

Producer group or organization

Internet Articles

Internet Webinar

Books or other hard literature
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the years. It is recommended, therefore, to include all types of transitioning resources 
and ensure that the database has an effective way of categorizing those varied 
resources so that they can be presented to its intended audience.  
 
Key for implementation of a tool to connect transitioners with resources is that it 
facilitates connecting people with each other.  Based on the on-farm interviews and 
all of the focus group discussions, reliance on expertise from peers and mentors has 
been the most significant resource in the past and continues to be organic 
transitioners’ preference into the future.  
 
It should also be emphasized that access to expertise is not the only issue. In some 
cases, there simply is insufficient expertise available and it may be necessary to create 
more extension resources.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



  
 R i s k s  o f  T r a n s i t i o n i n g  t o  O r g a n i c   
 
 
 

 
 
 
File #1163A17.1 P a g e  | 38 

Learning from Growers: Case Studies 
 
 

Introduction Each farming operation manages their crops differently and each of their situations 
has its unique challenges and opportunities. Experience in transitioning to certified 
organic production is also therefore unique to each independent situation. As a 
result, it is difficult to draw specific conclusions about the costs of transitioning to 
organic production. It is also difficult to draw accurate conclusions on the financial 
costs of transitioning from the small survey sample size. It is for these reasons that 
the below scenarios have been created.  
 
The purpose of these scenarios is to provide producers that may be considering 
transitioning to organic a sense of the real costs and risks that may be faced during 
the transition. Actual financial and opportunity costs will depend on the types of 
crops that are grown, management practices utilized, and many more situational 
nuances that make each farm unique.  
 
Costs that have been included as part of these scenarios are believed to be realistic 
based on the information that was collected through on-farm visits of organic 
producers, but they are not necessarily reflective of actual costs that may be 
experienced by individual producers due to regional or farm-specific circumstances. 
They are meant to be indicative of trends and ranges of costs a similar operation 
might expect during their transition process. 
 
The scenarios described in this section include the following five case studies: 

 
 

Verda’s Veggies  Ferme O Lait  Wilma Matt’s Layers 

 Market garden vegetables 
 Certification process biggest 

concern 
 Record keeping  
 Access to organic seed 

 

   70 head dairy, 600 acres 
 Lower costs, but also lower 

production 
 Lost wholesale buyer 
 Started processing milk and selling 

direct 
 

  Table egg producer 
 Needed to build entirely new 

barns to comply with organic 
standards 

 Huge capital cost 
 Some production issues 
 Difficulty sourcing feed 

 
     

Joe James   Gemma Gruber 
 Field crop producer 
 Motivated by market for 

organic hemp 
 Lost buyer in year of 

certification 
 Able to find alternate buyer, 

but little revenue one year 

    Organic wheat and beef 
 Small scale producer 
 Record-keeping is a major 

hurdle 
 Certification cost high relative 

to non-existent beef premiums 
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Verda’s 
Veggies 

Verda’s Veggies is a five-acre vegetable farm that is located near Chilliwack, British 
Columbia. They grow many types of garden vegetables including cucumbers, 
tomatoes, carrots, potatoes, and various herbs. Verda has a total of four workers 
during the spring and summer months. Two are full-time year and round and the 
other two are only part-time during the summer. Verda is the owner of Verda’s 
Veggies and is currently considering certifying their farming operation as organic 
after speaking with an interested wholesaler at a recent vegetable conference. 
Verda’s vegetables currently sells their produce at Chilliwack’s local farmer’s market 
and sells community vegetable baskets, however, Verda is considering the 
opportunity as she has always been motivated to grow the business. She learns that 
to market her produce to the wholesaler, her farm needs to be able to certify their 
product as organic; something she currently doesn’t do.   
 

NOTE: As with all the 
scenarios, information is 
adjusted so that no 
informants can be 
identified directly or 
indirectly. 

 
 
 

 After looking at the certification requirements of the nearest organic certifying body, 
Verda believes that only a few management practices need to be changed on the 
farming operation in order to pass the certification. These include: 

 Purchasing certified organic seed versus conventional seed types 
 Create buffer areas on the borders of the field 
 Removing treated fence posts at the perimeter of the farmstead 
 Begin keeping records of seeding/harvesting dates, applications of organic fertilizers, 

acreage of each commodity, etc.  
 
Verda does not see making these changes as a major obstacle and believes that the 
costs and inconvenience of changing management practices would be worth it for 
the benefits it may provide her in the future. She decides to pursue this opportunity 
and decides that next year’s production will be certified as organic.  
 

 It has been exactly one year since Verda’s Veggies decided to pursue producing 
certified organic produce. She first decided to pursue transition in October 2017 and 
a survey was conducted with Verda in the winter of 2018 to learn from her 
experience in transitioning to organic production. Her experience is outlined in the 
sections below.  
 
Production 

Considering that growing conditions were generally average for 2018 production, 
vegetable production was near what Verda considers average. Some of the new 
varieties of tomatoes and cucumbers did not grow as well as she had hoped, but 
believes, with slight changes in how they were managed, that production should be 
better next year.  

Introduction to Verda’s Veggies 

 5 acres of market garden vegetables 
 Need for improved record keeping anticipated, but still a major issue 
 Biggest concerns were maintaining yield and certification process itself 
 Access to organic seed even more challenging than anticipated 
 Positive about future once market grows 
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Management 

Seeds that were used in 2017 production were from a supplier that only sells 
conventionally produced seeds. In order to adhere to the organic certifying 
standards, Verda needed to buy organically produced seeds. Verda made a few 
phone calls and was able to locate a supplier of organically produced seeds.  
 
Verda’s Veggies was also required to create a buffer strip next to the fence to 
prevent any cross contamination between what was being grown on the other side 
of the fence. Verda utilized their 50 horsepower tractor and a small three-point hitch 
to till a three meter buffer strip inside the fence area.  
 
Existing treated fence posts needed to be removed in order to pass certification. 
Existing fence posts were removed and replaced with cedar fence posts. The 
replacement took approximately 40 hours total and $4,000 to purchase cedar fence 
posts.  
 
Verda knew that her record keeping needed to be greatly improved in order to 
properly record the necessary items for certification. She spent a significant amount 
of time prior to the 2018 growing season creating systems to track field operations. 
She estimated her time spent creating these systems was 60 hours. This way, 
workers would be able to independently record their actions on a central log book 
and ultimate allow Verda to easily collect the information necessary for the 
certification 
 
Verda specifically commented that improving record keeping was extremely 
challenging for her and devoted a significant amount of time of effort into ensuring 
that her records were up to date and accurate.  
 
Costs 

Verda immediately noticed when looking for organic seeds that the cost was going 
to be significantly higher than previous conventional purchased seeds. Conventional 
seeds typically cost Verda about $1.00 per gram, whereas the organic seeds cost her 
on average $1.40 per gram.  This is a 40 percent increase in the cost of seeds which 
definitely impacts her bottom line.  
 
Labour 

Verda also expended a significant amount of her own time into the transition 
process. Firstly, she needed to learn all of the organic standards. She read the 
Organic Standards Manual several times to ensure that she was comfortable with 
the material. Many of the practices were already well known to her as she had 
basically been farming organically before the transition, however, it was a 
worthwhile exercise for her to brush up on the standard. Verda also made several 
phone calls to other existing organic producers to ask some specific questions and 
ask for advice. Through these phone calls, she was also able to learn of a couple 
suppliers of organic seeds. All in all, Verda believes that she spent approximately five 
days or about 40 hours working through the standards, speaking to members in the 
industry, and locating organically produced seed.  
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Other Items 

Verda did not feel that it was necessary to purchase any additional equipment in 
order to become certified, however, she is considering making an investment in a 
tine weeder that can be used prior to seed emergency on direct seeded crops such 
as the carrots and beets.  
 
Prior to actually becoming certified, Verda took the opportunity to meet with a 
certifying body to verify her management practices were aligned with the 
certification standards. This cost her a total of $200. The total cost to actually certify 
the farm was $1,200.  
 
Costs of Transitioning 

The total costs that were incurred, both cash and non-cash costs, are summarized 
below. Please note that all labour was valued at $20 per hour. 
  

Fence Posts $4,000 
Labour 

 Buffer Strip $400 
 Fence Posts $800 
 Record Keeping Systems $1,200 
 Research $800 
 Pre-certify $200 

Total Costs of Transition $7,400  
 
 
Risks and Resources 

The survey also inquired about risks that Verda faced before and during the 
transition process. Below is the summary of risk-based portion of the survey.  
 
When asked what her biggest concern was leading into the transition process, the 
two largest concerns or worries that she had was the certification process and yield 
capabilities of the new seed. She was not overly worried about the whole process as 
her management practices were not changing that significantly.  
 
The biggest obstacles Verda is currently facing on the farming operating is ability to 
control weeds and continuous record keeping.  
 
When asked what types of resources were utilized to learn about organic 
certification requirements, Verda stated that conversations with other organic 
growers and internet articles and websites were very useful in finding answers to her 
questions. Of all the resources she utilized, consultations with other growers were 
definitely the most valuable in her mind.   
 
Overall 

Verda viewed the transition process as a positive experience that she believes will be 
beneficial for the sustained success of her farming operation. She believes that by 
being able to market to wider variety of customers her business will grow. The 
transition process was challenging, but not overly onerous once she understood 
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what was required to become certified. She believes that the following years will be 
much easier now that she understand all of the requirements and hopes to improve 
upon the success she had this year.  
 
 

Ferme O Lait Martin, the owner of Ferme O Lait dairy farm, is in his thirties. He took over the farm 
started by his parents and has now been the sole owner since 2008. The business 
has 70 milking cows and a total area of 600 acres. Martin and his wife are parents of 
three young children. From the onset of the succession plan, they were considering 
converting the farm towards organic production, which is a production system that 
better fits their values and life philosophy. Quality of life is an important factor to 
them and they were looking for a low-input production mode that would maximize 
the use of pastures to limit field work. Their aim was also to reduce the number of 
milking, given the distance of the pastures and to reduce the need for manpower. 
There guess was that the loss in revenue from milking would be compensated by a 
significant drop in feed costs and veterinary expenses.  

NOTE:  A smooth and 
inexpensive transition is 
possible if low-input 
production already in 
place.   
 
But one must accept 
lower production – milk 
production dropped by 
30% in the first year of 
transition. 
 

 

 
 
The transition towards organic production took place naturally from the first year. 
The cows already had almost continuous access outside. There was no adaptation to 
the building (tie stall) given the time spent grazing and the desire to increase it even 
more. However, intense work has been done to increase the areas available for 
pasture in grassland: repair or installation of electric fence, access to water for a 
quality watering, shelter for the sun or bad weather. Martin also got a sheepdog to 
facilitate the movement cows in batches and be more self-reliant in terms of labor. 
 
Costs of Transitioning 

The total costs that were incurred, both cash and non-cash costs, are summarized 
below (assuming labour valued at $20/hr): 
  

Fence Posts $ 800 
Pre-certification $ 500 
Pre-certification $ 2,500 
Labour 
Fence Posts $15,000 

 Pre-certify                            $2,500 
Total Costs of Transition $21,300  

 
These additional costs have been fully compensated through savings in other areas: 
animal feed (grains, supplements) and veterinary expenses. The preventive approach 
used by Martin helped reduce the veterinary bill by 80%. While initially concerned 

Introduction to Ferme O Lait 

 70 milking cows and a total area of 600 acres in pastures 
 Already fodder-based, required no major or abrupt changes in feed 
 To increase the feed self-sufficiency level through pastures,  

over 5 km of fences were installed 
 Around $100,000 were saved in the first year on supplements and commercial 

feed, but production also decreased 30%. 
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that not being able to access antibiotics might be an issue for some diseases such as 
scours in cattle, they actually noticed a decrease in its prevalence due to changes in 
calving timing and bedding methods. 
 
On the other hand, in the course of changing their management practices slightly, 
including reducing the use of supplements and commercial feed and by relying 
exclusively on pastures, milk production dropped by 30% in the first year of 
transition as well and this needs to be taken into account. 
 
Risks and Resources 

The calves at Ferme O Lait were raised by the mother, following the cow-calf model 
typically used in beef production. Calving had to be grouped together to facilitate 
this management regimen, and the admissibility of certain practices in organic 
management remained unclear. For example, when a nursing cow needs to be 
treated (e.g., a case of hoofrot), there is still confusion about whether it is 
permissible to let the calf drink the milk of its nurse, which in theory should be 
discarded to respect organic standards. The situation is still unclear to Martin, and 
the confusion is accentuated by the turnover of certification body staff, and even by 
differing opinions by certifiers. 
 
Deeper observation of their permanent grasslands has been necessary to properly 
manage pastures and provide sufficient quality feed for cows. It is through the 
observation of quantities eaten, weather conditions and temporality (with the idea 
of prolonging grazing time) that Martin was able to reach this balance. The 
composition of the grasslands also changed. For example, some species have been 
perceived as weeds, such as yarrow. At first, this plant would have been removed to 
make space for others more appetizing for cows. However, after observation, Martin 
found out that sometimes cows were feeding on that plant. A veterinarian 
specialized in plants informed him that yarrow contains natural cortisone, naturally 
relieving cows that needed it. 
 
Luckily for Ferme O Lait, the market for organic milk was very strong in the first few 
years after transition. This allowed them to become more familiar with the 
certification process and production to stabilize before they faced one of their 
biggest challenges. The sole wholesale purchaser of organic milk in their region 
decided to change their business and stopped buying their milk. Facing the reality 
that their milk might no longer receive an organic premium, Martin had to make 
changes at Ferme O Lait to start selling product directly to the end customer. They 
have done this by producing cheese and fermented milk products. In addition to the 
investment and learning required to get into the processing business, this also 
means that they had to develop marketing techniques to raise awareness of their 
product in their community. They still only sell 30% of their product in this way, with 
the remainder of the milk being sold without any organic premium. Luckily, the 
increased margin on the value-added products has offset the losses – but it did 
require a lot of hard work and restructuring. 
 
Overall 

Martin's transition took place naturally with few major hurdles since his business and 
his management were already aligned with the organic approach. The process has 
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been globally satisfying, and Martin is enjoying a great deal of physical and mental 
well-being from observing his cows grazing.  
 
The producer has benefited greatly from sufficient expertise being available in his 
immediate environment -- both from professional consulting service and his local 
veterinarian being familiar with organic methods and from several peers; a healthy 
community of organic dairy farmers was active in the region and generously shared 
their experiences. 
 
 

Wilma Matt’s 
Layers 

Wilma and Willem Matt operate a second-generation table-egg laying operation. 
The farm is in its third generation, initially having been a small diversified field-crop 
and livestock operation run by Wilma’s grandparents. At the time, there were a small 
number of laying hens on the farm, but it was only an insignificant part of the farm 
income. 
 
While neighbours grew the size of their field crop operations through consolidation, 
Wilma’s father instead focused the operation on table eggs and built conventional 
layer barns in 1980.  Wilma and her husband Willem, who also comes from a poultry 
farm, have been operating the farm for the last 20 years. 
 

 

 
 

 Wilma’s father retired in 1998 when the barns he built were 18 years old. Wilma and 
Willem were already operating the farm independently when they first started 
considering replacement of their barns, around 2010. 
 
Their infrastructure was aging and it was becoming clear that it would become 
necessary to invest in new barns.  This was the initial trigger for them to reimagine 
the type of production system they would use on their farm into the future. 
 
It was clear at the time that the poultry practice codes were going to at least require 
more space per bird, if not also requiring enriched or furnished cages for the layers. 
With these requirements would come a significantly higher need for investment in 
cages and equipment.  It was at that time that they considered organic production 
as a result of the need for such a significant capital investment. 

  
Production 

The requirements for organic production of eggs are considerably more onerous 
than the standard code of practice for conventional egg production. The lower 
density of production is one of the biggest factors that affects overall cost structure, 
as well as the need to provide organic feeds and provide access to the exterior. 

Introduction to Wilma Matt’s Layers 

 15,000 organic layers 
 Transition coincided with the need for barn replacement 
 Sourcing feed is a continuous challenge, both during transition and to present 

day 
 Hoping for dependable supply of organic grain 
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The standards also require a fenced in area where the hens can access the outdoors. 
While maintenance costs for this fence are not high, the initial cost (and extra space) 
also had to be considered. 
 
Management 

By far the biggest issue for the Matt family was and continues to be the sourcing of 
organic feed. It is incredibly expensive to procure, even when it can be sourced 
within close proximity of their farm.  However, it is rare that they are able to source 
organic feed in their neighbourhood and they often need to truck the feed long 
distances, further adding to the cost. 
 
The time investment requirement for sourcing feed is also significant. In fact, Wilma 
estimates that she spends an average of 50 hours a year just on finding feed, not to 
mention the time spent having someone haul it. 
 
One pleasant surprise during their transition was that mortality did not increase as 
significantly as they had expected. It had almost been common knowledge that 
organic production would lead to higher death loss, but they have consistently had 
mortality only in the range of 3.5%, which is very similar to their conventional 
neighbours. 
 
Capital Costs 

There are two key categories where costs are significantly higher for the Matt’s layer 
operation – feed and capital costs.  Feed costs are almost three times higher for 
their operation compared to their conventional-barn neighbours and more than two 
times higher than free-range conventional operations. 
 
But the largest difference were in the capital costs when they replaced their almost 
obsolete conventional barn with their current building. Their total costs when 
replacing the barn in 2015 were $1.5 million of which approximately half was for the 
building itself and the other half was for equipment.   
 
The barn costs in particular required very careful financial analysis when making the 
barn replacement decision.  The building itself cost approximately $55 per bird for 
the organic barn while it would have cost less than $20 per bird for conventional 
production.  They also considered free run production, the cost of which would have 
been somewhere between these two extremes. 
 
The equipment costs were also significantly higher.  The equipment expenditures in 
2014-2015 included the following: 
 

Nests/feeders/lighting $385,000 
Installation 100,000 
Manure removal 55,000 
Pop doors 20,000 
Controllers 15,000 
Other costs 175,000 
 $750,000 
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Luckily, Wilma and Willem were able to procure the necessary loans to be able to 
make this large investment because the bank took their quotas into account as part 
of their equity. However, they know of others who had considered a transition to 
organic who were not able to get the required higher capital and instead built a new 
conventional barn. 

 
Labour 

Labour costs are also significantly higher for organic production. This is partly due to 
the increase in management time spent monitoring the flock for health interventions 
and also for other in-barn activities such as managing access to the exterior. A 
significant other time factor is management related to sourcing inputs including 
especially feed. 
 
Risks and Resources 

Both Willem and Wilma agreed that their comfort level with the costs, risks, and 
benefits of switching to organic production is high because of the amount of effort 
they put into the financial analyses in the years preceding barn construction. They 
were thankful for the expertise they were able to draw on by hiring consultants who 
had experience specifically with the construction of organic barns. 
 
They also made sure that they understood the ins and outs of the certification 
process in advance.  They met Brianne at a conference – an experienced egg 
producer who was able to provide them with guidance both on what to expect from 
the certification process and with the detailed record keeping system. As 
experienced egg producers, the level of record keeping was not unfamiliar to them, 
but they did need to adjust some of the records they kept to satisfy the 
requirements. 
 
Overall 

The Matts made a huge investment in their barn and equipment. But given that the 
investment decision was such a large one, they sought out the expertise and advice 
they needed to increase their comfort level through detailed financial analyses.  
 
Overall, they viewed the transition process as not being overly complex and in the 
end feel that organic production has been and will continue to be one of the best 
decisions they have made for their farm.   
 
 

Joe James Joe James is also a third-generation farmer.  Both his grandfather and father 
operated a mixed farm that included a small dairy and large field-crop operation. 
Many elements on the farm have not changed significantly, except of course that the 
scope of the field crop farm has increased drastically.  
 
Joe’s father seeded approximately 1,500 acres a year (9 quarter sections of land), but 
started increasing the land they farmed after a number of very successful years in 
the mid-1990’s.  Initially, he added to the field crop acreage by renting land from 
older neighbours but over the years much of the additional land has also been 
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purchased. When Joe started farming with his father in 2008, he was farming 3,000 
acres of land and that has now increased to almost 4,500 acres. 
 

 

 
 

 The James farm has been relatively successful over the past decade.  There were a 
few years with poor yields, but generally yields have been increasing and crop prices 
have also been decent. However, given that overall margins were declining, both Joe 
and his father continue to feel that their acreage needs to grow in order to keep the 
farm financially sustainable. 
 
Since the day he finished his education at a community college, Joe has always 
experimented on his farm with alternative production methods. While none of those 
involved complying with organic standards, he tried increasing the sustainability of 
their crop production by reducing fungicide inputs and by growing some cover 
crops for soil improvement and erosion control. 
 
In 2014 Joe became aware of a local processor of hemp seeds that was going to 
convert the entire processing operation to sell only organic hemp products.  Joe 
attended an informational meeting where the financial aspects were discussed.  
Several weeks later, he met with a representative of the company and eventually 
signed contracts relating to the purchase of organically-produced hemp. 
 
Production 

Joe’s plan was to convert some land that they had just acquired from a neighbour 
through a leasing arrangement. Joe had land immediately adjacent to it that 
produced decent yields of wheat, barley and canola. The neighbour’s parcel had 
been in pasture for most of the last 20 years and was most recently seeded to a mix 
of alfalfa and grass five years ago. This presented an opportunity for relatively easy 
transition to organic hemp production. 
 
Joe found a certification body by searching on the internet.  He was new to hemp 
production in any event, so he did not see the certification requirements as being 
particularly onerous initially, as he would need to purchase organic seed, create 
buffers, and keep detailed records of all of his field operations. 
 
Since Joe was new to hemp production, he was only ready to take the risk of 
producing 160 acres of hemp in the first year.  The parcel they had rented from their 
neighbour was a half-section, so they also decided to grow organic oats on the 
other 160 acres. 
 

Introduction to James Farms 

 4,500 of field crops 
 Motivated to transition to organic due to potentially lucrative market for an 

organic hemp processor in the area 
 Still operating a small dairy, but do not expect they will transition 
 Market did not materialize, but was able to find another buyer  
 Parallel production of oats leads to crop not being certified 
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In both the hemp and oat crops, Joe did have considerable difficulties with weed 
management. He was able to get approximately half the yield he would otherwise 
have expected, but it became clear to him that he would in the future need to 
develop better weed control methods. He has attended organic conferences to try 
to learn about alternative strategies.   
 
In this initial year, the fertility issues were not too significant yet, but it also became 
clear to Joe that he would need to start making plans for green manuring his 
organic fields in order to maintain fertility. Both nitrogen and phosphorus would be 
an issue for him. While it could be considered to use manure from his small dairy 
operation, the parcel is 25 miles from the dairy so the costs and logistics of hauling 
the manure those distances make green-manuring of greater interest. He has 
therefore tried to find growers that have experience in his area. He found someone 
in the neighbouring province, but the fertility issues are quite different there, with 
much less phosphorus deficiency issues than Joe is expecting. 
 
Costs 

Joe always calculates his net margin for each of his fields and he was pleasantly 
surprised with the lower input costs during the transition years. However, he was 
well aware that there would be years with green manure in the coming years. This 
would mean that he would have no revenue in some years to help build his fertility. 
Despite amortizing for this cost, his efforts at financial projections helped build 
confidence that his overall returns would increase once he started producing 
certified organic crop. 
 
But there was also significant capital cost which needed to be budgeted for 
specialized tillage equipment that he would need especially for weed management. 
He knew of others in the area who had decided not to try transitioning because of 
this large capital investment, for which they would have needed to get significanct 
new loans. 
 

 Certification 

Joe seeded the transitional year crops in 2016 in hopes of having both his hemp and 
oat crops certified.  Unfortunately, he was unaware of the requirements around 
parallel production.  He grew oats on several other fields.  He knew that segregation 
of crops is important and ensured that he had separate bins for the fields, which 
were almost 15 miles apart.   
 
However, he was not able to get his 2016 oat crop certified organic because he had 
also been growing conventional oats. He ended up selling the oats as feed to 
neighbourhood livestock producers, but it was both without organic premium and 
only about half the yield of his conventional crop. This big loss of revenue from 
being denied certification had Joe seriously doubting his decision to attempt 
organic certification at all. He was able to get an oat crop certified in 2017, though, 
and intends to continue trying to learn more about organic production methods and 
the organic standards. 
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Market 

Despite the yield challenges from poor weed management and some fertility issues, 
Joe was able to harvest both the hemp and oat crops.  While he knows that he will 
need to increase yields for long-term profitability, he was content with the first 
year’s production given that he was expecting considerable premium for his organic 
crop.   
 
Unfortunately, the financial gains he had hoped for from the hemp crop also didn’t 
materialize. The processor went out of business and into receivership.  The facility 
was eventually purchased by another company and is now operating, but that 
option with the anticipated high organic premium did not materialize in 2016.  Joe 
was able to find another organic hemp buyer in Saskatchewan, but between the 
increased transportation cost and the fact the buyer only purchase about ¼ of his 
overall production, he was only barely able to cover his costs in that first year.   
 
Joe is now very aware of the fact that it will be in his best interest to find multiple 
buyers for his hemp and any other organic commmodities in the future. This is also 
one of the reasons that he has been attending organic conferences, in hopes of 
forging relationships both with potential buyers and to learn from the marketing 
expertise of his peers. 
 
Neighbours 

Joe has faced considerable ridicule from his neighbours at various times over the 
last year. The weeds in his crops has been the lightning-rod that neighbouring 
farmers used to broach the topic of his organic production. 
 
Joe does believe that farms should farm sustainability to ensure that the farm 
remains financially viable without having adverse effects on the environment. 
However, he does not believe that this necessarily requires compliance with organic 
standards.  He is not a strong advocate for organic production, but does see huge 
potential for his farming operation to be profitable by producing organically. 
 
He was therefore surprised with how strong the reactions of his neighbours were.  In 
fact, several friends have remarked about the fact that he has “joined the dark side” 
or have called him names such as “granola cruncher” and joked about how he is not 
able to manage his crops and is posing a risk to weed management on their farms.  
 
Joe fully intends to continue expanding his organic production, but he now knows 
that this will come at the price of some relationships that will likely continue to 
deteriorate. Some of his neighbours are adamant that they will not be accepting of 
his decision. 
 
Overall 

Joe has experienced first-hand many of the challenges field crop producers face 
when transitioning to organic.  The biggest problems weren’t even the ones he was 
expecting – weed and fertility management.   
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Rather, the lack of a dependable market and difficulties with navigating the 
certification process itself led to a very difficult first year financially on his organic 
fields. Luckily, that failure in 2016 was limited to 320 out of his 4,500 acres, so it is 
something he will recover from quickly.  However, it has certainly raise his level of 
concern about the possibility of eventually transitioning the entire farm to organic 
production. 
 
 

Gemma 
Gruber 

Gemma has a 20-acre farm and grows a variety of different products. She believes 
strongly that organic production methods are best for her family’s health and the 
health of her customers. She has been operating the farm since 1992 and has since 
the start been using farming practices like those required by organic standards. 
 
Gemma sells most of her product directly to the consumer, both through farm-gate 
sales to friends and neighbours and at the local farmers market. Over the years, she 
has produced wheat, beef, chicken, and various fresh produce. She felt that she 
never had a need for organic certification in the past given that all her customers 
knew her personally and were quite aware of her production practices.  
 
Most importantly, there are few if any premiums for organic products in her region, 
so there was never a financial incentive for her to go through the certification 
process. However, given her commitment to organic production methods, Gemma 
felt that it was important for the industry that producers pursue certification to show 
the importance of the standards and develop consumer trust in the sector, rather 
than just an individual producer.  Her crops were certified in 2010 and her beef was 
certified in 2012.  
 

 

 
 

 Gemma has been one of the leaders in terms of developing organic production 
methods amongst the small community of organic growers in her community. 
Acceptance by non-organic growers was not an issue in her region, but there was a 
lack of extension services, so the community had to pull together to pool their 
learning about production methods. 

  
Production Mentors 

Over the years, Gemma faced many challenges in her area given the lack of 
infrastructure generally for some agricultural inputs and more specifically the lack of 
expertise in organic production methods (and the resulting need for organic inputs). 
 

Introduction to Gemma Gruber 

 First generation farmer, since 1992 
 Produces a large variety of farm outputs including wheat, oats, beef, chicken, 

and a large variety of seasonal fresh produce 
 Record keeping was a huge hurdle to certification 
 New crop with unapproved seed treatment 
 Financially challenging, due to low (if any) premium for organic 
 Maintaining fertility not difficult, through use of manure 
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A particular concern for her has been building the fertility of her soils.  Much of her 
farm was previously wooded and only cleared in the mid-1980’s to late 1990’s. She 
was able to access manure from neighbours in the early years to help build nutrient 
levels in her soils.  Since the day she started farming, she has been learning about 
organic production methods. In part, this was by referencing books that she was 
able to loan from her local library or purchase from Canadian Organic Growers.  
 
She also attended several conferences when she first started farming in the 1990’s. 
At those conferences, she cemented two relationships that helped her develop 
production methods. On the one hand, she met Melinda Eber, who is recognized as 
one of the region’s foremost experts in organic production with specialization in 
fertility. Over the years, she has spent many hours listening to Melinda’s talks at 
conference, watching some of her webinars on the internet, and most importantly – 
talking to her on the phone about specific problems she faced on her farm. Until 
2005, Melinda was working for the government department as an extension agent, 
so Gemma was able to access her as a largely free resource. 
 
On the other hand, Gemma also gives a lot of credit to her mentor Melvin, whom 
she also met at a conference when she first started farming. Melvin lives and farms 
almost two hours drive away, but had many years of experience producing chicken 
and field crops organically. He has been a source of advice – and organic feed – for 
many years. Being new to both farming and organic methods, Gemma found these 
two individuals to be indispensible for production advice. 
 
Transition Challenges 

Gemma was already essentially producing organically, relying on as few inputs as 
possible while still maintaining reasonable yields. It did take her some time to get 
the information she needed on the certification process. She had met 
representatives of her chosen certifying body years before, so knew whom to 
contact. 
 
Despite this, Gemma was not prepared for what amounted to a bigger challenge 
than anticipated – the need for detailed record keeping. Gemma’s operation is small 
and she understands all aspects of her production, so she never had a need for 
detailed records in the past. Her management decisions are based on her own direct 
experience. She does record some details such as seeding dates for all of her crops 
and keeps diligent records of precipitation amounts. But she was not prepared for 
the amount of records and forms that were required for certification. Over the years, 
this has become more straightforward as she has settled on a routine that includes 
the records required by her certifier. However, this was definitely her biggest hurdle 
for transition – she was certified two years later than she had initially anticipated. 
 
Gemma also shared one particular denial of certification that she feels should help 
inform the industry.  She had decided to seed some soybeans to help provide 
protein for animal feed and to be able to supply feed to a few of her colleagues in 
the area. She tried to find organic seed, but was unable to locate any. She was 
diligent in documenting her search, but unfortunately the seed she purchased had a 
seed treatment applied to it that was considered to not be in accordance with the 
organic standards. She was therefore not able to sell the soybeans as organic feed, 
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which would have been a rare opportunity for her to get an organic premium on 
one of her products. 
 
Revenue 

The biggest issue for Gemma, both during and afer transition, remains the lack of an 
organic premium for either her beef or most of her crops. The population in her area 
is relatively sparse and interest in organic products is low. Fortunately, local produce 
does sell at a premium to produce sold at large retailers in the city, so Gemma is 
able to get by.  However, Gemma feels that as an industry more must be done to 
promote organic food with the hope that it will eventually lead to more premiums. 
 
Especially frustrating for Gemma is the fact that she is not able to get a premium for 
her organic beef.  It is very challenging both to arrange processing and then to 
market the beef, but she gets the same as others at the farmers market selling 
conventional (though local) beef.  She was making decent profit from her beef in the 
past, but without a premium she wonders whether continuing to pay for the annual 
cost of certification makes sense. While an ardent supporter of the organic industry, 
she wonders whether the $2,000 that it costs her annually when she includes her 
time for record keeping is even worthwhile.   
 
This lack of premium comes from the fact that while there are excellent production 
opportunities, the Atlantic provinces simply do not have a large population and 
simply insufficient demand for organic products. The answer, in Gemma’s 
estimation, lies in fostering export markets for both commodity and value-added 
organic products. 
 
Overall 

As long as she keeps farming (she estimates perhaps another 5 years), Gemma will 
always operate her farm using organic production methods. But the frustrations 
around certification, lack of clarity on allowable inputs, and the need for detailed 
record keeping make Gemma consider not being officially certified any longer. 
 
However, until she quits farming Gemma will continue to actively attend the organic 
industry’s conferences, act as a mentor to a number of startup organic farmers, and 
help to build an industry that will eventually be rewarded with the premiums for 
organic product that are seen elsewhere in the country. 
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Recommendations 
 
 

 The primary objectives of this project were to identify the risks and costs of 
transitioning to organic, through a series of interactions with growers. The key 
deliverables were this report and the Transition Resource Referral Tool. However, the 
project team would be remiss if it did not also provide a few recommendations for 
other initiatives or activities that might support transitioning growers in the future. 
 
These recommendations are not based on a formal polling of individual participants, 
but rather based on the project team’s analysis after facilitating all the interactions 
with growers and examining the current resources available. We hope that they could 
serve as a guide to organizations considering options for supporting transitioning 
growers to foster the organic industry. 
 
 

Support 
Active 
Extension 

If there was one thing heard most often during focus group discussions about 
barriers to progress, it was the lack of extension.  This included knowledge sharing 
both on production issues and on the certification process itself.  
 
Some certifying bodies in other countries, as well as some in Canada, have found that 
partnerships with extension organizations (termed “chapters”) can serve well as a 
source of extension without jeopardizing the independence required from an audit 
inspection. This type of extension could be considered further, with the possibility 
perhaps of such organizations partnering with multiple certifying bodies. 
 
Implementation of the Transition Resource Referral Tool would also help to improve 
access to extension services, if care is taken to accurately list and compare the 
available provincial resources and keep those updated. 
 
One specific area that clearly requires better extension is to provider transitioners 
help with demystifying the transition process itself.  This could include simple 
resources such as updates to ‘transition kits’ or provision of regular webinars to help 
with understanding during the transition decision-making process. 
 
Finally, it is clear that there simply are insufficient human resources to help with the 
practical agronomic or production issues. Several individuals stuck out as having 
been the source of information for many of the growers across western Canada, for 
example. These individuals had clearly been very prolific in the advisory services they 
were able to impart, but there is definitely a need for more such expertise. The 
industry would be well served by fostering the development of more of these organic 
production experts. 
 
 

Clarity on 
Inputs 

Both certifying bodies and growers identified two problems with respect to selection 
of inputs under organic standards. Firstly, the selection of disallowed inputs has 
frequently resulted in crops not being certified, either during the first certification 
year or in the first few years of certified operations. In addition to this very practical 
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problem of certification being denied, the lack of clarity is also a barrier and a risk to 
those who are considering transitioning. 
 
It is recommended therefore that there should be greater clarity on exactly which 
inputs are or are not allowed under the Canadian organic standards. It is our 
understanding that the standards are soon to be reviewed, and this may present the 
perfect opportunity to consider this issue. 
 
The consideration should go beyond just clarity in the standard itself, though, as it 
would be useful to have some shared and easily accessible resource that could be 
referenced by individuals considering transitioning. There is certainly a perception 
that different certifying bodies are interpreting the standard differently when it 
comes to allowable inputs. Whether real or not, a common and shared understanding 
(or list) of allowable inputs would help the industry overall. 
 
 

Uniformity of 
Process 

The focus group discussions, including the focus group convened with staff of the 
certifying bodies, turned to conversations about potentially increasing clarity by 
having more uniformity not only in application of standards, but in the administrative 
process and forms themselves. 
 
This was not explored at great depth, but several individuals suggested that the 
possibility of a shared set of forms should be considered. This would not only make it 
simpler for transitional guidance efforts to “speak the same language” but may also 
lead to greater availability of software to assist growers with bridging the divide 
between crop records and certification documentation. The benefits of detailed crop 
management records go beyond just certification, but rather can also assist growers 
with decision making and management actions, thereby hopefully improving both 
productivity and profitability of their operations. 
 
 

Learn from 
Success 

The organic sector is both larger and growing faster in Quebec than it is in most 
other regions of Canada. While some evaluation of transition support programs has 
been conducted separately under the current project, it would also be useful to 
examine carefully exactly what factors have lead to this success particularly in places 
like Quebec, Vermont, New Hampshire or New York State. 
 
This study should identify which factors (cultural, financial, regional, perhaps 
agronomic) have contributed to this success. It should also consider in what way 
government policy and programs may have contributed.  Such a study might help to 
identify in which ways the same factors could be either identified or developed in 
other regions where both organic markets and organic production have not 
developed as successfully.  
 
One area that should specifically be studied further is the impact of subsidized 
certification and extension. Several provinces have offered subsidies before and we 
heard anecdotally that this motivated some individuals to consider transition. 
However, it is unclear to what degree such programs actually translate into success at 
transition. Such programs certainly do not appear to cause any adverse effects and it 
should be studied how they could be used to support the industry. 
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Foster Value-
Added Supply 
Chains  

During this project, the project team heard from a number of growers who 
encountered significant market disruptions when a single wholesale buyer either 
became insolvent or changed their business model. This reality of their being few 
viable buyers for product mean that many growers are either at considerable risk of 
losing their market or have already mitigated their risk by marketing some of their 
product directly to consumers. 
 
However, growers marketing alone is inefficient and leads to slow growth overall for 
the industry, as there would be considerable economies of scale with marketing 
efforts. Further, resilient supply chains with redundancy to mitigate the “few buyers” 
risk would also be of benefit. 
 
We recommend, therefore, that it would be beneficial for both transitioners and the 
organic industry as a whole if these deeper supply chains were fostered by 
supporting value-added opportunities for higher margin products and by supporting 
value-chain initiatives. These could include, for example, transitional labelling or 
some other type of small premiums for transitioning products. As discovered in this 
project, this would be most important for the livestock industry, where a loss in 
revenue sometimes coincides with a huge need for capital investment. 
 
The problem of market development appears to be particularly acute in areas with 
lower populations, including rural areas of western Canada and the Atlantic 
provinces. In fact, in many of these areas there seems to be very little if any premium 
available for organic products. Market development efforts, for both domestic and 
export markets, would take advantage of greater local organic production.  
 
Supply-chain development could also be advanced by developing infrastructure 
needed for processing of organic food, including small abattoirs, feed mills, or 
organic fruit processing facilities. 
 
 

Transition 
Programs 

A number of provincial organizations have developed workshops focusing on certain 
aspects of preparing growers for the transition to agriculture. Many of those already 
address many of the risks and recommendations outlined in this report: fertility, 
weeds, financial planning, record keeping, and the certification process itself. 
 
It is clear, however, that the organic industry would benefit from a larger scale, more 
holistic transition support program that would have some uniformity nationally.  
 
It is recommended that developing such a program at the national scale would 
require considerable capacity-building efforts in order to develop expertise across a 
variety of relevant aspects including not only production methods, but also financial 
and business planning. With that increase in extension, one would expect a larger 
number of larger-scale transitioners, especially in field crop production. This in turn 
would provide opportunity for developing export markets which may not necessarily 
exist for other crops such as vegetables where Canada has less of a competitive 
advantage. In addition, this growth in field crop production would support the 
growth in the organic livestock production, where access to organic feed is currently 
a significant barrier. 
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Finally, it would be expected that these supports would increase the number of 
larger-scale farm operations that would consider transition. This would prompt the 
need for improved access to capital and insurance, both of which are less readily 
available to organic producers. 
 
There is a high degree of optimism in the industry that a significant increase in total 
organic production could be accomplished through a combination of extension 
efforts and such support programs. 
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Appendix: Project Participation 
 
The project team is indebted to the many participants who provided their data, insights, and opinions during this 
project.  Participants across the country contributed to this project and they have our gratitude for helping us 
understand the risk and costs of transitioning to organic. In total, approximately over 130 organic growers and 
other stakeholders participated in case studies and focus groups. Without their real-world insights, this report 
would not have been possible. 
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