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The Honourable Charles Sousa
Minister of Finance, and
The Standing Committee on Finance and Economic Affairs
c/o Katch Koch, Committee Clerk
Room 1405, Whitney Block, Queen’s Park, Toronto M7A 1A2
February 2nd, 2016
To the Honourable Charles Sousa and the Standing Committee on Finance and Economic Affairs:
RE: Ontario 2016 Pre-Budget Consultation Submission
On behalf of the members of the Organic Council of Ontario (OCO) and the greater Ontario organic
sector, we thank you for the opportunity to contribute to the Ontario budget development process
for 2016-2017. We know that the current Ontario government is a strong supporter of our provincial
agri-food system and has invested significantly in its growth over the past three years with the
creation of the Local Food Act and a Local Food Fund of over $30 million invested over three years in
domestic production, purchasing and business development.
The mission of the Organic Council of Ontario is to be the voice for organics in Ontario. The OCO
membership is composed of over 100 producers, handlers, processors and consumers of organic
products in Ontario.
Organic foods and beverages are one of the fastest growing markets in the Ontario agri-food system
and show the greatest potential for growth. With an estimated $1 billion in sales annually, roughly
30% of all Canadian sales, and a growth trajectory of 11-12% per year, the organic food, beverage and
non-food sectors stand to make the greatest impact on rural economies in Ontario. And yet, the
number of organic farms in Ontario make up only 19% of all organic farms in Canada compared with a
quarter of Canada’s conventional farms. This indicates that while Ontario organic sales are high,
there is an opportunity to increase the amount of organic crops grown and sold in the province. Not
only that, but over 23% of organic processors are located in Ontario compared to a much higher
concentration of mainstream food processors. Local Food investments and government programs
should target the markets and sectors with the greatest economic development potential; this should
include the organic sector.
Not only is the organic market growing at double digit rates, it also invests in succession and training.
A recent report by the National Young Farmers Coalition in Canada suggests that organic agriculture
attracts more new entrants to farming than conventional agriculture. With the average age of
Ontario farmers at 57 and increasing every year, succession planning for agriculture is critical for the
future resilience of the province.

The 2015 Dollars and Sense report published by the Friends of the Greenbelt Foundation in
recommends that growing Ontario’s organic agriculture food supply from 2% to 10% of the overall
Ontario acreage over the next 15 years is both realistic and desirable for economic, environmental
and health reasons. It would primarily be an import substitution strategy and would not overly
impact current local and global value chains.
The Ontario organic sector benefits not only from growing markets within Ontario, but also from a
global demand that outstrips supply, leaving opportunities for the Ontario organic sector to increase
exports.
While organic businesses are having some of the greatest economic impacts in rural communities and
the province, there is little dedicated government support for this growing sector in Ontario. Both
Quebec and BC have adopted provincial organic regulations* and strategies to protect the organic
claims made on products sold within the the province while Ontario lacks any regulatory mechanism
to do so. There are no ministry staff that are solely focused on organic agriculture extension or policy,
no research, program or promotion dollars specifically devoted to it and no supports for conventional
farmers wishing to transition to organic.
In the United States, $167.5 million was allocated through the 2014 Farm Bill for organic programs
over five years, which amounts to roughly $33.5 million per year. This money includes funding for
certification assistance ($11.5 million per year), economic data research and database upgrade ($2
million per year), and organic agriculture research and extension funds ($20 million per year). Federal
support, in Canada, has been primarily limited to export marketing and has required industry-led
applications with matching funds. No new government funds have been committed to the organic
sector’s growth.
In Quebec, the Ministry of Agriculture, Fisheries and Food, recently announced a $9 million growth
strategy for the Quebec organic agri-food sector. Within it, the government has committed to:
1. Financial supports for extension services in management, technical training and agroecology
offered by the agricultural extension networks to new entrant businesses, businesses
undergoing transition to organic and those who are already operating as an organic business;
2. Establishment of a support program for transition to organic agriculture that aims to support
the growth of organic products on offer. Supports could be up to an amount of $20,000 per
business for the duration of the program;
3. Financial support from La Financier Agricole du Quebec through the Regional Diversification
and Development stream. Businesses who choose organic agriculture may benefit from a
reimbursement of interest on the capital of loans over $200,000 for a maximum of three
years. This contribution could be as great as $15,000 per business for the duration of the
program;
4. The adaptation, as of 2014, of harvest insurance membership criteria to include producers of
organic apples, cabbage, carrots as well as direct marketing of vegetables (organic CSAs);
5. The addition of one staff person for identifying initiatives connected to organic agriculture
through the program Prime-Vert (streams 1 and 4);
6. Financial support of $200,000 allocated to the Filière d’Agriculture Biologique du Quebec
(equivalent of the Organic Council of Ontario) to put into place a market development
strategy;

7. Tools for regional municipalities to foster more organic agriculture in the establishment of
official plans and agricultural zones; and
8. Financial support of $550,000 for the Research Institute for the Development of Agroecology
for the support of applied research for organic vegetable production.
With Ontario’s largest competitors on either side supported by government programs, Ontario’s
organic agri-food sector is at a competitive disadvantage.
On behalf of the Organic Council of Ontario, we are requesting that the government of Ontario make
a minimum investment of $2 million within the next fiscal year with the intention of growing these
investments to match those in other jurisdictions. These investments should be tied to an overall
strategy to shift the culture of programs and supports within the Ministry of Agriculture, Food and
Rural Affairs to address the needs of emerging markets such as organics that have the potential to
develop the economic, environmental and community resilience of all Ontarians.
Given that the organic sector comprises approx.2% of the overall agri-food sector but is growing
rapidly, we suggest the following as funding and policy priorities for the organic sector over the next
fiscal year:
•
•
•
•
•

Dedicating a minimum of 3% of all Growing Forward 3 money in Ontario towards organic
farmers and operators and/or those wishing to transition to organic farming;
Dedicating a minimum of 3% of research dollars through the New Directions funding program
towards organic agriculture practices and extension needs;
Allocating $200,000 to the Organic Council of Ontario to work in partnership with Foodland
Ontario to promote Ontario organic products;
Dedicating $100,000 annually towards the collection of economic data on the sector with the
objective of understanding the needs and growth of the market;
Provide seed funding towards a sector-wide consultation process to develop a sustainable
funding strategy for the organic sector similar to those employed by conventional commodity
marketing boards and associations.

We are grateful to have a government that is supportive of the Ontario agri-food sector and we look
forward to seeing committed resources to the growth of the important and emerging sector of
organic food and beverage products to ensure Ontario remains competitive globally.
On behalf of OCO,

Tom Manley
President, Organic Council of Ontario
The Voice for Organics in Ontario
CC:
Honourable Kathleen Wynne – Premier of Ontario and Minister of Intergovernmental Affairs
Honourable Jeff Leal — Minister of Agriculture, Food and Rural Affairs

This pre-budget submission is also supported by:

