To get involved with the Prairie Organic Grain Initiative, contact us at 587-521-2400.
Iris Vaisman, Optimization Stream | Iris.Vaisman@prairieorganicgrain.org
Melisa Zapisocky, New Grower Transition Stream | Melisa.Zapisocky@prairieorganicgrain.org
Karen Snethun, Market Development Stream | Karen.Snethun@prairieorganicgrain.org

Welcome to the Prairie Organic Grain Initiative Progress Update, aimed at keeping our partners, funders, advisory teams,
and other interested supporters fully apprised of our developments and activities.

Why the Prairie Organic Grain Initiative?
Prairie organic grain production has been in a state of severe supply shortage for the past several years, leading to instability
and extreme price fluctuations. Processors have either cut back on their organic products, or sourced ingredients overseas.
Some processors have even turned to other ingredients like “natural” and “GMO-free”, undermining the organic brand.
Supply has been slow to meet demand partly because there have been no major campaigns to increase organic acreage
or improve organic production. The Prairie Organic Grain Initiative, a partnership of the three Prairie Provinces, with funding
from the industry-supported Prairie Organic Development Fund and matched federal funding, seeks to resolve this supply
shortage using a three-pronged approach to introduce stability and resiliency into the sector.

Who are the Prairie Organic Grain Initiative Stakeholders and Partners?
The Initiative is a partnership with several industry stakeholders across the value chain, including Organic Alberta, SaskOrganics,
Manitoba Organic Alliance, Certified Organic Associations of British Columbia (COABC), as well as The Canadian Organic
Trade Association (COTA), The Organic Agriculture Centre of Canada (OACC), and The Bauta Family Initiative on Canadian
Seed Security (Bauta). Other Industry Stakeholders include Organic Processors, Brokers, Buyers and Certification Bodies.

Who is funding the Prairie Organic Grain Initiative?
Total project funding is $2.2 Million: Western Economic Diversification $1.2 Million; Industry $890,000; Provinces $30,000.
Key industry funders include: The Bauta Family Initiative on Canadian Seed Security, Grain Millers, Nature’s Path Foods,
Growers International, General Mills, Dave’s Killer Bread, PHS Organics, FW Cobs, Shafer Commodities, Organic Federation
of Canada (OFC), OACC and Clif Bar & Company.

Change is in the Air - Prairie Organic Grain Initiative Staffing
Iris Vaisman has joined the team as Organic Production Optimization Program Manager as well as Regional Program
Coordinator (Prairies), for the Bauta Family Initiative on Canadian Seed Security. Iris got her introduction to organic agriculture
at the OACC in Truro before travelling to the University of Manitoba to do her Master of Science (Plant Science) degree with
Dr. Martin Entz, studying reducing tillage in organic systems. Following graduation, she continued to work with Dr. Entz
on the organic wheat and oat breeding programs and the participatory plant breeding program. She also worked with Dr.
Yvonne Lawley, also at the U of M, on both conventional and organic agronomy research, working with a range of crops.
She is already proving to be a tremendous asset to the program!
Melisa Zapisocky is now serving as the New Grower Transition Program Manager. Melisa has incredible experience in the
local food movement, farm direct marketing and organic livestock. She has a Master of Science degree in Sustainable
Food and Agriculture Development from the University of Montana.
Karen Snethun has moved from managing the Transition Stream to taking responsibility as Program Director for the Prairie
Organic Grain Initiative. Becky Lipton will continue to stay on in an advisory capacity.
A special thank you to Laura Telford who has been the acting Optimization Stream manager. We appreciate her ideas,
hard work and experience. Thank you, Laura!

Goal of the Prairie Organic Grain Initiative:

To achieve resiliency and stability while growing the organic sector in the Prairies by focusing on
both quantity and quality of organic grains and developing relationships across the value chain.

New Grower Stream
Objective:
Increased numbers of new organic
producers.

Optimization Stream
Objective:
Improved management increases quantity and
quality.

Market Development Stream
Objective:
Increased markets for prairie organic grains.

High organic prices for organic grains help to create an incentive
for growers to convert to organics. But the pathway to success
often seems daunting. Through targeted marketing, a suite of
resources and supports for transitioning producers, and a series
of training events, this stream will increase the number of organic
growers.

While there has been some research and investment in organic
infrastructure in the Prairies, organic grain production remains
under-developed. By compiling the latest research, creating
resources, training producers, mobilizing the industry and helping
to build infrastructure, this stream will improve organic field crop
quantity and quality.

To maintain and grow market demand and prices the Prairie
organic brand needs to be promoted in new as well as existing
markets. Through information sharing across the whole valuechain, data integration, networking and buyer missions abroad,
this stream will improve market access, increasing profitability for
producers and processors.

Optimization Stream Update
The Optimization Stream will provide tools to improve organic grain yield and quality, thereby enhancing and stabilizing
economic returns to organic producers. Improved yields can help organic producers withstand marketplace fluctuations
and potential declines in the organic price advantage relative to conventional.
A Prairie-wide Advisory Team made up of researchers, extension specialists and organic producers has been meeting for
the past year to develop a strategic framework that prioritizes activities which, if implemented, will improve grain yields
and quality.
The process began by contracting organic extension specialist Brenda Frick and the Organic Agriculture Centre of Canada
(OACC) to undertake a review of existing scientific research and extension activities relevant to the Prairie organic grain
sector, along with knowledge gaps. Check your Provincial Association website, or contact us, for a copy of the resulting
Enviro-Scan report.
The Advisory Team then developed a list of 41 activities and ranked each based on likelihood of success and potential
impact on grain yield and quality. The top ten priorities on the list could all fit within four general themes, and are listed
in order of priority:
1. Building Soil Fertility
2. Managing Weeds
3. Optimizing Crop Rotations for Weed & 			
Fertility Management
4. Maximizing Grain Quality

Optimization Stream Advisory Team:
• Dr. Laura Telford (Chair), Organic Specialist, Manitoba
Agriculture, Food and Rural Development
• Keri Sharpe - Organic Specialist, Alberta Agriculture
and Rural Development

Once the thematic priorities were identified, the Team shifted
its attention to specific extension activities and approaches
that would deliver the biggest value in terms of reach, impact,
cost, and duration of influence. At the same time, the OACC
was contracted to survey Prairie organic producers, extension
experts and researchers to understand how farmers prefer
to learn as well as specific knowledge gaps around building
soil fertility related to green manures.

• Dr. Martin Entz - Research, University of Manitoba

Not surprisingly, organic producers have different learning
styles. Some prefer to learn on their own using materials
that are available online and in print. Others enjoy peer-topeer learning formats (both in the field and classroom) in
which knowledge is transferred from other producers who
operate under similar growing conditions. Some producers
like in-depth information, while others best obtain their
information in bite-sized chunks.

• Ward Middleton - Alberta organic farmer

Our conclusion? Focus on practical information and best
management practices that organic producers can use to build
their knowledge and skills related to soil fertility, weeds and
grain quality and make this information available in a variety
of formats that reflect how organic producers like to learn.
The Optimization Stream is moving on several fronts and
has given the go-ahead to numerous extension projects,
all focusing on content that can be transferred to organic
producers through a variety of extension formats.

• Dr. Andrew Hammermeister - Director, OACC, Dalhousie
University
• Dr. Steve Shirtliffe, Research, University of Saskatchewan
• Ian Grossart - Manitoba organic farmer

• Cody Straza - Saskatchewan organic farmer
• Marla Carlson - Administrator, SaskOrganics
• Tom Rabaey - Agronomist, General Mills
• Jessie VanderPoel, Grain Buyer, Grain Millers
• Dunling Wang, Program Manager, Provincial Specialist,
Alternative Cropping Systems, Sask Ag

Inaugural Activities:
1. Enviroscan – A summary of scientific and extension
knowledge relevant to Prairie organic growers. This
document is already available for free download on
prairie provincial Association’s websites.
2. Survey of Prairie organic producers – results to be made
available soon.
3. Summary of scientific experiments on green manures
relevant to Prairie organic growers. This document will
soon be publicly available.
4. 3rd edition of Canadian Organic Growers Organic
Field Crop Handbook.Work is underway to develop a
comprehensive update to this very practical guide to
organic field crop production. Writers Joanne Thiessen
Martens and Brenda Frick, along with Laura Telford and
Janine Gibson have been working to increase the amount
of Prairie content and to inject the latest science and
producer knowledge into this new edition. The book,
expected to be available in the spring of 2016 will provide
in-depth, practical knowledge related to many of the
Optimization Stream priorities.
5. Practical resource for using green manures to build soil
fertility in the Prairies. OACC will lead this project. See
the Project Preview: Green Manures for details.
6. Organic Production Conferences The Prairie Organic Grain
Initiative will support conferences in each of the Prairie
Provinces to improve organic production knowledge
related to the Optimization Stream priorities. The first will

be Prairie Organics: Think Whole Farm to be held at the
University of Manitoba February 18-19, 2016. A field crop
stream will bring scientists and leading organic producers
together to share in-depth knowledge on building soil
fertility and managing weeds within an organic system.
7. Grain Quality - There is a lack of information about the
quality issues in organically grown grains. To begin to
understand the issue, the Optimization Stream hosted
a consultation in Saskatchewan with some of the major
buyers of Prairie organic grains. The purpose of this
meeting was to gain a better understanding about what
the quality issues are in the organic grain system.
Grain buyers suggested that there can be some concerns
about the quality of organic grain. Some of these quality
issues are related to weather, however, about 90% of the
quality issues could potentially be addressed by changes
in crop management practices. The Prairie Organic
Grain Initiative is in a good position to extend the latest
knowledge in terms of Best Management Practices to
organic producers.
Ongoing Projects:
Over the next three years, the Optimization Stream will
continue to roll out projects targeting the priority knowledge
transfer topics described above. Some of these projects
have been identified, at least in a preliminary way, but
there is still time to influence the process. If you have a
project idea related to our priorities, please contact Iris
at iris.vaisman@prairieorganicgrain.org.

PROJECT PREVIEW - GREEN MANURES
Soil fertility has been identified as a critical factor influencing the yield and quality of organic crops with implications
for profitability, marketability and ultimately viability of the farm.
Green manures, crops grown mainly to improve soil fertility, can be a valuable and essential tool for organic farmers
who have limited options for adding nutrients. Many new and existing organic farmers are seeking practical, relevant
and up-to-date resources to improve their management decisions.
To fill this need, the Prairie Organic Grain Initiative is partnering with the OACC at Dalhousie University to develop a
series of green manure resources for Prairie organic farmers. Consultations have been held with a number of Prairie
organic producers, researchers and extension specialists to guide this process.
While responses were varied, respondents emphasized the need for specific and regionally appropriate materials that
will support decision making for various types of farms in different soil zones. Work will now begin on the development
of a series of hands-on, how-to resources that will include profiles of the key green manure species for the Prairie soil
zones, tips on how to choose a green manure, and strategies for making green manures part of the cropping system.
These easy-to-use resources will be made available online over the coming months.

New Grower Transition Stream Update
Introducing the PIVOT & GROW Campaign
Over the last several months, the New Grower Transition Stream
Advisory Committee has been working with a marketing firm
to develop a campaign aimed at conventional farmers. The
PIVOT & GROW campaign is designed to address transition
barriers and highlight the benefits of organic production.
PIVOT & GROW challenges farmers to rethink their assumptions
about organics. It reminds them that there’s more to the
story than what’s in the mainstream media or meets the eye.
The brand aims to provide three key messages: you’ll make
money, you can do it and we’ll guide you.
The campaign is being implemented at conventional trade
shows, in print magazines, roll-up banners, postcards and
digitally (website and social media).

Farmer to farmer conversations at Farm Tech in Edmonton, AB

The PIVOT & GROW target groups include:
•

•

In order to ensure long-term success in organics, the PIVOT
& GROW campaign will attract farmers who are:

Young farmers: 20-35 years old, inherited the farm,
Ag College grads, use new technologies and social
media, very receptive to news media.

•

In good financial health

•

Willing to adapt and learn

Businessman farmers: 40-70 years old, economically
conscious, rely on traditional agriculture techniques,
skeptical of the organic business model.

•

Willing to network

•

Have good managerial skills

•

Interested in a diversification strategy

•

Able to put in time and effort to transition.

The PIVOT & GROW brand is also designed to address negative perceptions of organic production through education,
engagement and by mitigating misconceptions. It focuses on overcoming transition barriers such as:
Transition Period – often perceived as unmanageable, labour and capital intensive, a time of financial risk
Uncertain Profits – overcoming issues around market premiums vs. market uncertainty, fewer buyers, lower yields
Production - management practice concerns, e.g., weeds, fertility, seeds, diseases
Skepticism – facing opposing ideologies, questioning the very idea of organics, food security, etc.
Adopting a different lifestyle – overcoming the negative perceptions of organics, mitigating peer influences.

Upcoming Transition Stream Activities
Organic speakers at Ag Colleges
Partnerships with Conventional Ag Associations

Transition Stream Advisory Committee:

Speakers at Conventional Ag Shows

• Marla Carlson (Chair) - Administrator, SaskOrganics

New Farmer Starter Kits

• Cody Straza – Organic Farmer, SaskOrganics Board
of Directors

Magazine and Print Ads
Organic Farmer Testimonials
Media Articles
Organic Conferences
1-800 Organic Number

• Janet Galarneau – Organic Farmer, Grain Buyer
• Will Oddie – Organic Farmer, SaskOrganics Board
• Scott Shiels – Grain Buyer, Grain Millers Canada
• Stuart McMillan – Organic Farmer, Organic Inspector

Online Discussion Forum

• Keri Sharpe – Organic Specialist, Agriculture and
Forestry, Alberta

Transition Workshops

• Sam Godwin – Organic Farmer, Alberta

Field Days

• Dr. Andy Hammermeister - Director, OACC, Dalhousie
University

Organic Standards Guidance Document
Organic Agronomist Training

• Joanna MacKenzie – Communications Officer, OACC

Organic Crop Insurance
Production/Farm Clubs
Organic Record Keeping Software

TRANSITION TO
ORGANIC GRAIN
Saskatchewan Workshops

The PIVOT website for transitioning organic grain
farmers will be launched April 2016.
Check out

February 24 - Shaunavon
February 29 - Tisdale
March 2 - Kindersley
March 9 - Moosomin

PRESENTATIONS INCLUDE:
Organic Certification and Transition | Business Case for Organic Production | Orgranomics 101 | Reflections from Organic Producers
COST $60 (INCLUDES LUNCH AND AN ORGANIC FARMING ON THE PRAIRIES MANUAL)
$25 for each additional person from the same farm
To register or for more information contact SaskOrganics at 306-535-3456 or marla@saskorganic.com

www.pivotandgrow.com
Visit our PIVOT Facebook Community online at:
www.facebook.com/pivotandgrow/
Follow us on Twitter @pivotandgrow
#pivotandgrow

A GOLDEN
OPPORTUNITY

It’s Your Chance To Grow.

WWW.SASKORGANICS.ORG

WWW.PIVOTANDGROW.COM

Upcoming transition workshops in Saskatchewan

Market Development Stream Update
Japan: Preparing Relationships for the Future
The main focus of the Prairie Organic Grain Initiative is to
increase supply by focusing on profitability of current organic
producers and transitioning in new producers. We need to
address supply issues so that companies will launch new
organic products and move into new markets. This will also
help to prevent natural and non-GMO from gaining ground,
and imported grains from flooding into Canada. Without the
increase in supply, the organic market will not grow as much
as it could. Lack of supply is already having a detrimental
effect on our local markets from feed and livestock, to local
bakeries who can’t find local flour.
But we don’t want to just increase supply.
We want to be smart about it. It’s important that supply grow
with demand. Prices need to stay strong so farmers make
money. We want to address infrastructure issues. Farmers
want robust markets. In essence, we want to build resiliency
and stability into our sector so it is strong and vibrant.
Part of achieving that goal is thinking about the future. In
theory, we don’t need to focus on market development today,
because we can’t fill our current markets. However, as the
effects of strong demand and the Prairie Organic Grain Initiative
programs play out, we will have strong supply in the future.
Having a resilient system in 5 years from now means building
a strong reputation domestically and internationally for Prairie
organic grains as well as having invested in building market
relationships. The Prairie Organic Grain Initiative is currently
participating in international trade missions, and building a
brand and key messaging that can be used by all marketers
of Prairie organic grains.
Two companies dealing in grain based products, New
Century Produce and Northern Nutraceuticals, joined us
on a trade mission to Japan in October 2015. The organic
market started in Japan with the birth of CSAs. In 2000 the
JAS organic standard was created, and in January 2015 an
organic equivalency agreement was struck between Japan
and Canada. This opened up trade opportunities between
our two countries. Japan is the 9th largest organic market
in the world, and Canada is already Japan’s 4th largest
agri-food and seafood supplier.
Japanese people buy organic food because it is tasty, safe,
clean and fresh. Food safety is a major concern. 0.5% of
farms in Japan are organic, with rice, vegetables and fruits
being their primary products. JAS does not cover livestock
products, creating a potential opportunity for Canadian exports.
Current Japanese organic consumption includes coffee/
tea (24%), organic restaurant sales (27.3%), cotton (18%)
and cosmetics (11%). The market is currently strongest for

processed products because of limited domestic production,
but in the future as their processing capacity increases there
will be more demand for raw products.
As the market continues to grow, there will be increasingly
more opportunities for prairie organic grain and grain based
products in Japan.
During the trip Becky Lipton met with over 30 importers, as
well as attending retail tours to get a sense of the organic
market and opportunities. If you are currently interested
in supplying Japan in any of the categories below, please
contact info@prairieorganicgrain.org.
•

Adzuki beans, soybeans , chickpeas, lentils, marrowfat
peas, oats (for noodles only), barley (for noodles) and
an interest in packaged and retail ready hemp, flax
and other oils.

•

Anything that could be called a superfood or functional
foods such as berries or hemp,

•

Packaged products such as: gluten free and organic,
new and innovative processed products, chocolates,
chocolate cookies, candies, cereals, snacks, jams,
granola, drinks, pancake mixes, oat powder (as an
ingredient for food supplements), pasta, wine, coffee,
bulk teas.

We are working with the Canadian Organic Trade Association
to build the Prairie Organic Grain brand and key messaging.
By identifying what markets will have the most potential for
Prairie organic growers we will know where to focus our
expansion plans when supply begins to balance demand.
Key priorities of the Market Development Stream include:
Developing a Prairie organic grain brand, networking with
interested buyers and marketing Prairie organic grain.

Marketing Stream Advisory Team:

Organic Grain Industry Monthly Teleconference

•

The Advisory Team includes individuals from industry,
research, organic farmers and provincial associations:

Growing the organic community through exchange on the
second Wednesday of every month.

•

Matthew Holmes (Chair) – Canadian Organic Trade Association

•

Angela Schmidt – Organic Farmer, SaskOrganics Director

The goal of the call is to build community and grow capacity
through exchange and learning.

•

Marla Carlson – Administrator, SaskOrganics

•

Frank Manders – Organic Farmer, SaskOrganics Director

•

Leslie Johnson – Growers International

•

Terry Tyson - Grain Millers

Next Call: Wednesday, April 13, 2016 at 9:00 to 10:30 AM
MST

•

Ward Middleton – Organic Farmer, Organic Alberta Director

Dial-in Number: 1-866-613-5223 Access Code: 9817492

Talk with special guest speakers, organic farmers, prairie
organic associations, certification experts, processors, grain
buyers, researchers, representatives from the Provincial and
Federal governments. The who’s who in the prairie organic
grain sector will be on this call. Don’t miss it!

RSVP to karen.snethun@prairieorganicgrain.org or 587-5212400.

Partnership Profile: BAUTA and The Prairie Organic Grain Initiative
Since its inception in 2012, the Bauta Family Initiative on Canadian Seed Security (Bauta) has been working on promoting
seed biodiversity and ecological seed production across Canada. Through the generous support of Gretchen Bauta at the
W. Garfield Weston Foundation, and in partnership with Seeds of Diversity Canada, the initiative is being delivered through
USC Canada. Together with farmers, researchers, and various stakeholders, the Bauta Family Initiative on Canadian Seed
Security is supporting and initiating programs that:
•

increase the quality, quantity and diversity of ecologically grown Canadian seed,

•

promote public access to seed,

•

facilitate information-sharing and collaboration among individuals and organizations committed to advancing an
ecological and diverse seed system in Canada, and

•

respect, advance, and promote the knowledge of farmers in seed and food production.

As a major Program funder, Bauta is supporting the growth and sustainability of organic farming on the prairies. Strengthening
and increasing the organic grain sector means that more land is being managed ecologically - increasing biodiversity and
soil health.
More land under sustainable organic production creates opportunities for the production of high quality, ecologically produced
seed. Demand for ecological seed will also increase as farmers look for more sources. At Bauta, farmers are an integral
part of the success of the program, working alongside researchers, NGOs and industry.
One of the programs supported by Bauta is the University of Manitoba Participatory Plant Breeding Program, where farmers
work with plant breeders and researchers to produce wheat and oat varieties that are adapted to local prairie organic
conditions.
We gratefully acknowledge the support of the Bauta Family Initiative on Canadian Seed Security in helping the Prairie Organic
Grain Initiative work towards resilient organic grain production on the prairies.

FAQ’s:
The project team has received questions from farmers that we are happy to share. If you have any inquiries about the Prairie
Organic Grain Initiative, don’t hesitate to contact us.

Why would we want to increase supply when some of us
still have grain sitting in our bins?
Some farmers still have grain in their bins for a variety of
reasons. Imported grains have come into Canada because
of the shortage of local supply. Increasing our local supply,
as well as overall grain quality, will decrease imports and
increase the purchasing of local grains. In other cases, the
grain that is in the bins may not be the variety, quality or
specs that buyers are looking for. We want to increase the
supply of grains that are in strong demand, making a focus
on market intelligence and commentary as well as data and
information flow a high priority.

development today, because we can’t fill our current markets.
However, as the effects of strong demand and the Prairie
Organic Grain Initiative programs play out, we will have strong
supply in the future. Having a resilient system in 5 years from
now, means building a strong reputation domestically and
internationally for Prairie Organic Grains, as well as having
invested in building market relationships. Because of these
factors, the Prairie Organic Grain Initiative is participating
in international trade missions, and building a brand and
key messaging that can be used by all marketers of Prairie
Organic Grains.

What’s in it for the average organic grain farmer?
Why would we want to bring more farmers into organics?
Won’t that drive prices down?
Increasing supply by focusing on profitability of current
organic producers and transitioning in new producers is
the main focus of the Prairie Organic Grain Initiative. If we
don’t address the supply issue, companies won’t launch
new organic products and move into new markets, natural
and non-GMO will gain more ground, and imported grain will
continue to flood into Canada. The organic market will not
grow as much as it could, shrinking our organic potential.
Lack of supply is also having a detrimental effect on our
local markets from feed and livestock, to local bakeries who
can’t find local flour.
But we don’t want to just increase supply.
We want to be smart about it. We want supply to grow with
demand. We want prices to stay strong so farmers make
money. We want to address infrastructure issues. We want to
have robust markets. In essence, we want to build resiliency
and stability into our sector so it is strong and vibrant.

Why would the Prairie Organic Grain Initiative want to increase
exports when we can’t supply enough grain domestically?
Part of achieving the goal of building resiliency and stability
into our sector so it is strong and vibrant is thinking about
the future. We know that we don’t need to focus on market

More profit. The optimization stream is focused on increasing
farmer profitability by increasing yields and quality of production.
An advisory committee made up of experts across the prairies
has identified the lowest hanging fruit. If organic farmers
adopt a handful of best management practices, they will see
the biggest impact to their operation. We have developed
a whole suite of programs for organic farmers to help them
become more profitable.

Why can’t we all just do our own thing and let the market
sort itself out?
There is no question that the high prices of organic grains
are attracting new farmers. With the Prairie Organic Grain
Initiative, we will enhance and quicken that process. However,
our programs go beyond bringing in new farmers. They
focus on attracting the right farmers - the ones that will be
successful in the long run, making sure they have the proper
tools and resources to be successful, and supporting them
through that process.
We are managing our growth by being intentional, by paying
attention to the balance between demand and supply, as
well as the various other factors that come into play.

