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Ontario’s organic landscape is unique: as home to Canada’s largest market for 
organic food, it supports a large number of small-scale organic growers who market 
directly to their customers. For many farmers, the ability to explain their production 
methods and “farm philosophy” to each customer creates the perception that 
organic certification is unnecessary to their business. The lack of organic regulation 
in the province compounds this impression, as there is no legal obligation for these 
farmers to certify in order to call their products organic. 

The organic sector, however, could benefit greatly from organic regulation. 
Regulation would increase consistency around the meaning and use of the word 
organic, improve consumer trust and understanding of what “organic” means, and 
would clarify the meaning of “organic” for many producers who may feel that the 
term holds too little value and meaning for them to consider transitioning. The 
resulting ability to better track and understand the province’s growing organic 
sector would also be extremely beneficial.  

During the past three years, the Organic Council of Ontario (OCO) has been 
advocating for an Organic Regulation in Ontario. To date, six other provinces 
(Nova Scotia, New Brunswick, Quebec, Manitoba, Alberta, and British Columbia) 
have created regulations to ensure organic products traded within province are 
certified. OCO has seen the introduction of two private member’s bills that 
would create such a regulation in Ontario. Though neither bill became 
legislation (private members bills rarely do), we are again working with 
government to re-introduce the bill and will continue to encourage this 
important legislative change. 

 
Once organic regulation is in place, farms that currently do not certify will be 
required to do so in order to use the term “organic” to promote their products. 
However, through its 2016-17 Sector-Wide Assessment of attitudes toward organic 
certification in Ontario, OCO identified a number of barriers preventing small-scale 
producers, especially, from certifying. For that reason, we saw it necessary to further 
explore the attitudes of small-scale farmers toward regulation, identify the primary 
barriers to certification, and obtain feedback on several proposed solutions that 
would help to reduce these barriers. 
 
OCO surveyed 94 organic stakeholders from across Ontario between January 29 and 
March 31st, 2018. Respondents were asked a series of questions about their views on 
organic regulation, the challenges they associate with achieving and maintaining 
organic certification, and which types of transition supports they would find most 
useful. 
 

 



 

Who Responded? 

 

The survey was open to any organic stakeholder, but the majority (72%) of respondents 

were producers.  

 

Fig. 1: Respondent Categories 

  

 

More than 72 percent of respondents identified as producers. Fourteen percent identified as             

interested consumers, and eleven percent identified as "other" which included former           

producers, consultants and administrators of alternative certification providers. One respondent          

identified as a food processor, one as a food distributor and one as a retailer. 

 

Fig. 2: Certification Status - Producer Respondents 

 

 



 

 

Nearly half of respondents (44 percent) said they were not certified organic. Thirty percent said               

they were certified, while 15 percent said they were in transition. Just under 10 percent had                

been certified in the past, but had dropped certification. The proportions for producers were              

similar (40% not certified, 29% certified, 19% in transition, 13% certified in the past). 

 

The majority of producer respondents (80 percent) said they sell directly to consumers             

(including CSA and farmers' markets sales). Forty-seven percent said they sell directly to             

retailers and/or restaurants, and nearly a third said they sell through wholesale channels. More              

than 18 percent said they sell online (including web and email orders), while 14 percent sell in                 

other ways (including to gardeners, at festivals and to processors). Online sales varied the most               

between groups; thirty-three percent of certified organic producers sold online while only eight             

percent of non-certified producers did.  

 

About 42 percent of respondents said they sold less than $20,000 annually. Twelve percent sold               

between $20,000 and $50,000, and 15 percent had sales between $50,000 and $100,000, and              

15 percent had sales between $100,000 and $250,000. Six percent said they had annual sales of                

more than $5,000,000.  

 

Fig. 3: Sales Channels - Producers 

While certified producers were represented in the lowest revenue category, there were fewer             

certified producers with revenues under $20,000 (18%) than non-certified producers (63%).           

Likely, this indicates that certification is only justified at a certain scale, or could result in higher                 

revenues once initiated. 

 

Should Organic Be Regulated? 

 

Respondents overwhelmingly (nearly 81 percent) expressed support for regulating the term 

"organic" in Ontario, in principle. At the same time, many were concerned about the additional 

costs and administration that might be required as a result of regulation. They expressed 

 



 

concerns about reseller fraud, consistency and accuracy in food sales, as well as the additional 

costs and administration that certification can create for very small-scale producers.  A similar 

majority of producer respondents also agreed (nearly 77%)  

 

Although still a majority, fewer non-certified respondents (63%) were supportive of regulation. 

The issue was most divisive among non-certified producers in the lowest revenue category, with 

only forty six percent in support.  

 

Positive Comments:  

 

“Organic products should mean certified. If they are beyond organic, they should still certify to 

prove it.” 

 

“I believe in regulating the term in principle, but it depends how the term 'organic' is defined.” 

 

“The current environment is confusing for consumers and also creates a disincentive for 

producers to certify because they have no need for direct market selling. This leaves a huge 

gap in who is certified and leaves room for practices that would not align with the current 

organic standard.” 

 

“Organic needs to mean something. If people are allowed to put it on a product without having 

3rd party verification that it is actually organic, it undermines the efforts and  

grow margins of all legitimate organic producers and processors.” 

 

Concerns:  

“Wrong question being asked. You cannot regulate, and you must not try to regulate a word. 

You can only regulate the product.” 

 

“I do agree that the term should be regulated. However, those of us growing following the 

Organic Standard who cannot afford the cost of certification could be penalized, even though 

we are following and often exceeding the requirements of the Standard. It is unfair that the 

cost of certification is prohibitive and that we could be penalized for advertising our products 

as organic, which they are.” 

 

Fig. 4: Respondents who, in principle, agree with  

regulating the word “organic” in Ontario 

 



 

Grace Period 

 

Respondents indicated support for a grace period for the implementation of regulation in 

Ontario, with 67 percent saying it would be either very or somewhat important for there to be a 

grace period. About 33 percent said it would not be very important or would not be important at 

all. 79 percent of respondents said a three-year grace period would be sufficient, with 16 percent 

supporting a three-to-five-year period, and 4 percent supporting a period of more than five 

years.  Unsurprisingly, a grace period was more important for non-certified producers; 

eighty-eight percent of non-certified producers felt it was at least somewhat important 

compared to only forty-three percent of certified and transitioning producers. 

 

 

Fig. 5: Importance of a grace period, if 

Ontario implements organic regulation  

 

Certification Challenges 

 

In our 2017 Sector Wide Assessment, we asked a much larger sample of members of the 

agricultural sector (including non-organic producers) what they perceived to be the major 

barrier to transitioning to organic production. 49% were concerned about how to control pests 

and weeds under an organic management system, 45.3% had a general skepticism about 

organic, what it means, and the value it delivers, and 40% expressed concern about the 

cost and effort of certification. However, these concerns varied across groups.  For certified 

producers, and those in transition, the greatest concern (67%) was being undercut by 

non-certified entities. 

 

 



 

In the present survey, we asked producers who had not discussed their challenges with organic 

certification in previous OCO surveys what barriers they faced. Of those who responded, almost 

75 percent said they felt certification was too expensive. Half said the paperwork involved was 

too much of a burden. Other higher-ranking responses included: certifying by product is too 

expensive for diversified farms (41 percent), organic standards don't communicate their values 

(“beyond organic”) (39 percent), non-certified businesses undercut those who are certified (39 

percent), the certification system is too difficult to navigate (37 percent), and the regulations are 

too restrictive (37 percent).  

 

Fig. 6: Relevance of Barriers to Certification - Producers 

 

 

 

 Again, comments reflected concerns over the costs and paperwork required for very small 

producers operating with thin margins. 

 



 

 

“Many market gardens are small and the certification process is inflexible. We would like to 

just certify a few acres for market products but we have to certify the entire farm (which is 

primarily hay which we do not require certification for)” 

 

“Again my issue is how unfair it is to for soilless farmers as in our aquaponic farm to not be 

able to get certification.” 

 

“We need to go back to the drawing board and talk about what organic really means and what 

it's goals are before we increase regulation around certification and use of the term.” 

 

“The only real challenge is the cost. The paperwork and all that is part of what we do already, 

it is easy to find things we need. We are already following the standard. The cost is the main 

issue.” 

 

“I do not want small producers to be burdened with a lot of regulation and paperwork that is 

unaffordable for them. I would like small producers who sell direct to consumers to have 

different regulations - possibly a statement of facts for consumers to read and agree to (like a 

waiver) before they buy and then from there the consumer is responsible for deciding how 

"pure" the producer is.” 

 

Evaluating Possible Supports 

While some preferences for alternative systems of certification emerged from the survey, there 

was no strong preference for any one approach. Respondents expressed a mix of hope and 

concern about each option, with some support coalescing for a specific designation for smaller 

producers. There was most agreement on the need for additional government funding and 

logistical supports.  

 

Peer Review/ Participant Guarantee Systems 

 

Peer review and participant guarantee systems (PGS) can see producers consult with each other, 

possibly reviewing production plans or inspecting farms. Peer review and PGS approaches can 

be implemented in areas where accessing third-party certification is difficult (due to cost or 

location), and may also incorporate third-party reviews or inspections, as has been considered in 

British Columbia. (Certified Organic Associations of British Columbia’s Small-Scale Certification 

Research Project. COABC, 2015). 

 

The Organic Federation of Canada's Small-Scale Certification Working Group has developed a 

model for peer review certification (To Certify or Not To Certify: The perspective of small-scale 

 

https://www.certifiedorganic.bc.ca/docs/COABC_SSCRP_Report-15Apr13.pdf
https://www.certifiedorganic.bc.ca/docs/COABC_SSCRP_Report-15Apr13.pdf
https://ofcfbc.wordpress.com/2014/10/30/to-certify-or-not-to-certify-the-perspective-of-small-scale-organic-farmers/


 

organic farmers. Organic Federation of Canada, 2014). Intended for provinces that do not 

already regulate organic production, it would see direct-market producers work together to cut 

costs and paperwork, while fostering knowledge-sharing and community-building. 

 

Research has shown that in some cases, peer review systems require producers to spend 

additional time and resources beyond their own farms, and may suffer from a lack of trust and 

transparency. 

 

22 percent of respondents agreed with the idea of adopting a peer review or participant 

guarantee system in Ontario. Fifty percent partly supported the idea, while about 28 percent did 

not. Comments reflected mixed views on these systems, due to the strong degree of trust they 

require, and the volunteer work necessary from producers. Some respondents noted that they 

were already engaged in community-based learning and exchange networks as self-declared 

organic or ecological producers, selling via CSAs or farmers' markets to consumers who know 

and trust them. 

 

Fig. 7: Respondents who agree with the “Peer Review/ 

 Participant Guarantee Systems” Approach 

 

Positive Comments:  

 

“Agree with the idea of peer review in principle, but also agree it lacks transparency and 

accountability.” 

 

“Organic farmers know what another organic farmer's production should look like and are in 

a good position to judge compliance. As long as rules can be made so that two farmers do not 

constantly inspect each other – there should be policies in place to ensure there is an objective, 

arm's length relationship.” 

 

Concerns:  

 

 

https://ofcfbc.wordpress.com/2014/10/30/to-certify-or-not-to-certify-the-perspective-of-small-scale-organic-farmers/


 

“There are no other certified organic producers or peers in my area and therefore may not be 

dialled in to our specific challenges. Not sure this will be enough accountability for the public 

and could be a source of conflict between producers as well.” 

 

“Farmers are already overworked, asking them to volunteer extra time seems tricky.” 

 

“Certification without 3rd party verification is dangerous. In order to maintain the integrity of 

the organic supply chain, there needs to be oversight by someone other than the farmers.” 

 

“I don't think farmers have time to keep tabs on other farmers. Perhaps if it was formalized 

and reviewers were held accountable to strict standards. I think there still needs to be a solid 

inspection process.” 

 

 

Self-Declaration/ Pledge 

 

A self-declaration or pledge system would have producers commit to following the Canadian 

Organic Regime (COR) and submit their production plans for review by third-party certification 

bodies. Participants would complete mandatory training in organic production methods and 

standards, and could be subject to less frequent, and/or surprise inspections. They would still be 

subject to legal consequences of non-compliance, but would not be required to incur the cost of 

more frequent inspection. Participation would be limited to operations that sell directly to the 

consumer and that are under a certain size/scale of production. 

 

The Organic Federation of Canada's Small-scale Certification Working Group has also proposed 

a pledge-based model. It would see direct-market farmers publicly declare their adherence to 

the Canadian Organic Standards, and participate in mandatory training on organic production 

and certification. The model is not meant to replace third-party certification, but would help fill 

gaps in provincial regulation by offering an alternative certification option for small producers.  

 

Similar to peer-review systems, self-declaration models would also require a high degree of trust 

and engagement from producers, and would require fees and/or volunteer work to administer. 

Maintaining a registry of pledges and capacity to train would either require additional support 

from government or sufficiently high producer fees to cover the costs. 

 

This approach was less-favoured among respondents, with more than 45 percent rejecting it. It 

was, not surprisingly, the least popular among certified and transitioning producers,  56 percent 

of whom did not agree with this approach. Part and full support were evenly matched, selected 

by 28 and 27 percent of respondents, respectively. Respondent comments reflected concerns 

there would be insufficient oversight and too many opportunities for producers to "cheat", while 

others said they were already engaged in this approach, albeit informally, communicating 

directly to their consumers about their practices and values.  

 

 



 

Fig. 8: Respondents who agree with the  

“Self Declaration/ Pledge” Approach 

 

Positive Comments:  

 

“This is also a great option. To ensure compliance, there would need to be some inspection. But, 

for the most part, I think people can be trusted to do the right thing. Those who are wanting to 

cheat the system will find ways to cheat it regardless of the safeguards and stringencies 

inherent in the system put in place. It is really unfortunate that a few dubious 

growers/resellers have created such an environment of mistrust for all. I suppose, for this 

reason, this is a slightly less reliable option than the first one.” 

 

“I think this could work if there was a one in five year audit system to show the consumer  

accountability” 

 

Concerns:  

 

“Too cumbersome and could be manipulated. Long-time Organic farmers don't want to take 

mandatory training.” 

 

“Self declaration is nonsense. That's what people are doing right now... it's easy to lie. Maybe 

you could inspected every 2 years, but people need to be held accountable. And there can't be 

two standards. Everyone selling within Ontario needs to be held to the same standard. It can't 

be watered down to nothing or it makes the efforts of those who are dedicated totally 

meaningless.” 

 

“I like the low government involvement but still concerned about unethical players.” 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

Low-Risk Designation 

 

In some jurisdictions, producers who follow COR standards can qualify for a low-risk 

designation, determined by industry groups or certification bodies. This usually sees lower fees, 

a reduced or random inspection schedule, and a limit on sales to within provincial boundaries.  

 

British Columbia, for instance, offers a low-risk designation. Producers who opt for this form of 

certification must sell only within the province, and will undergo fewer inspections. Low-risk 

producers may not use the Canada Organic logo unless they certify to COR standards.  In some 

programs, they must also be inspected annually with no non-compliances for at least three years 

before reducing the frequency of inspections. 

 

Another approach could be to designate any operation that only sells direct or is under a certain 

size or scale as “low risk.” However, scale does not necessarily mean there is less risk, and often 

more diversified farms are more complex with more room for error. Direct marketing may 

equate to low-risk only inasmuch as there is limited impact of non-compliances. 

 

Respondents held mixed views on the possibility of a low-risk designation for the sector. About 

44 percent partly agreed with this option, with 29 percent supporting it and 27 percent rejecting 

it. Respondents said they felt the approach offered a way to recognize their efforts, but also 

expressed concerns about how to structure and enforce it. Some said there was also a risk of 

confusing consumers with too many categories. Others expressed support for more voluntary or 

grassroots methods (rather than third-party certification). 

 

Low risk designation was also the most polarizing option; a strong majority of certified 

producers disagreed with this option while a larger percentage of non-certified producers 

agreed, at least in part (60% compared to 35% of certified respondents).  

 

 

 

Fig. 9: Respondents who agree with the  

“Low Risk Designation” Approach 

 

 



 

Positive Comments:  

 

“Looks like there is accountability coupled with a trust component built in to save costs and 

allow the farmer to farm without feeling like he is under constant surveillance.” 

 

“It is an attempt to create a more flexible entry into Organic designation by recognizing that 

smaller-scale and regional producers have a closer association with their customers which is 

an informal monitoring process in itself” 

 

“I think the Local Organic certification from Pro Cert would fit this description. I have been 

happy with that.” 

 

“This approach seems like a good compromise between fully inspected full certification and 

voluntary/no-inspection models.” 

 

“Better than previous options. Should start with several years of inspection. Should be limited 

to direct to consumer.” 

 

Concerns:  

 

“Lack of accountability” 

 

“As with the previous option, this is confusing to consumers. Either you are organic or you are 

not.” 

 

Financial and Logistical Supports 

 

Some provinces that regulate organic offer cost-sharing or other subsidies to producers to help 

with the costs of transitioning or certification. For example, in New Brunswick, producers can 

access up to $500.00 annually for three years to offset certification costs. In other examples, 

such as the Quebec transition support program, government payments help to offset the lost 

income during organic transition. Payments are based on the difference between conventional 

and organic prices and operators can access up to $20,000 in pre-certification and $20,000 in 

their first year of certification. Often these programs are accompanied by technical and 

extension supports by government staff or subsidized consultants.  Offering subsidies and/or 

financial supports might offset the costs of certification to small-scale producers.  

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

Fig. 10: Respondents who agree with the  

“Financial and Logistical Supports” Approach 

 

A majority of respondents (56 percent) supported increased government funding, administrative 

support, extension and training options. Thirty percent partly agreed with this approach, while 

14 percent rejected it. Comments expressed a need for government to support organic farming 

as an ecologically valuable practice which should receive public support/ funding, and that 

direct support would be a strong incentive for farmers to pursue certification.  

 

 

Positive Comments:  

 

“This is great. The real burden is not the paperwork or any of that other stuff, it is the cost. 

This is a great solution. However, I think this subsidy support should be paired with a low-cost 

certification option for small farms doing direct-to-consumer and within province sales.” 

 

“I suggest that funding be made available for technical and extension support and this be 

available for the first 3 years. Transition to organic by conventional farmers is often difficult 

and many problems crop up after the first year that these farmers need help with.” 

 

Concerns:  

 

“The problem is that certifying agents raise their prices/costs because they know that you are 

being subsidized.” 

 

“Would like to see support in terms of paperwork. Esp with mounting paperwork requirements 

coming down from CFIA in terms of livestock traceability and soon to come movement 

reporting, the paperwork is overwhelming.” 

 

 

 

 



 

Third-Party Approaches to Small-Scale Certification 

 

Individual certification bodies may also develop low/lower-risk designations. For instance, in 

Ontario, Pro-Cert has launched a pilot project that offers a "local organic" designation for 

direct-market small farms (10 acres or less) that sell only within the province. For a reduced 

annual fee, producers will see a "risk adjusted inspection schedule" but must still follow organic 

standards, although they will not be COR compliant.  

 

Fig. 11: Respondents who agreed with Third-Party Approaches 

Respondents were fairly evenly divided on this approach. Thirty-eight percent supported 

third-party solutions, and thirty-two showed partial support, while thirty percent rejected this 

option. Respondent comments reflected an appreciation for a temporary or "in-between" 

solution for the sector, with some concern over whether or not these industry designations 

would still be expensive, or comply fully with national standards. Some expressed concern that 

these approaches might prove confusing to consumers. 

 

Positive Comments:  

 

“I have been certified under this designation and regard it as a reasonable alternative.” 

 

“Nice temporary option, maybe doesn't help with consumer confidence.” 

 

Concerns: 

 

“Would contribute to consumer confusion. There needs to be one clear standard for everyone” 

 

“All producers who are organic should be certified to the same standard. Different standards 

are confusing to consumers and dilute the value of organic.” 

 

“Again, I don't like that you can't use the logo. It creates two standards. I just think there needs 

to be more support for smaller growers with smaller profits.” 

 

 



 

“Should not be limited by acreage.” 

 

“This program is clearly biased against grass based ruminant livestock producers, maple 

syrup producers and producers operating north of highway 7 where our soils are poorer and 

our yields per row foot or ac lower… I would rather see a program like this rolled out based on 

gross sales to define the size of the business, not land base.” 

 

 

Changing National Regulations to Include Small-Scale and/or Low-Risk 

Designations 

 

Currently, COR regulations apply to all levels of production and do not specifically recognize or 

refer to small-scale farms. Some producers would like to see greater flexibility in the national 

standards for smaller operations. 

 

There was relatively strong support (44 percent) for changing national regulations to allow 

different types of designations for producers. Twenty-two percent of respondents said they 

partly supported this approach, while 35 percent said they did not. Supportive comments said it 

was important to have flexibility within the standards and to recognize the unique context of 

small producers. Others expressed concerns with "weakening" national standards and possibly 

creating conflict with international agreements. 

 

 

Fig 12: Respondents who agreed with Changing National Regulations 

 to Include a Small Scale or Low Risk Designation  

Positive Comments: 

 

“Many small scale farmers are cutting edge and grow in an experimental way that does not 

mimic large scale commodity type farming which current organic standards (per product) 

measure.” 

 

 



 

“So many of the agricultural and production regulations in general favour large producers as 

they are the only ones able to carry the costs. When consumers buy organic, they expect to be 

buying from small farms, not industrial commercial operations. Standards must not 

discriminate against small producers, and costs should be on a sliding scale.” 

 

“One regulation does not fit all. There is always a push for one regulation to fit all but that 

generally means the regulations fit the larger and push the smaller out.” 

 

“I don't think we should "weaken" the Standards necessarily. But, the Standards should be 

amended to consider the contexts of small and large scale farms, including relevant 

requirements for all scale levels. In some cases, the requirements will be the same (no GMOs, 

for example), but in others, there may be slightly different requirements based on size of 

operation.” 

 

“Again seems like most viable option for maintaining integrity without overburdening smaller 

producers.” 

 

Concerns: 

 

“Either a farm is organic or it isn't - just confusing to have various types of certification. It 

would be best to offer reduction in costs or grants to small-scale farmers to get certified.” 

 

“Standards should be standard and apply to all.” 

 

Ranking the Approaches 

 

Fig. 13: Approaches ranked by suitability to respondents’ business 

 

 

 



 

When asked to rank their preferred approaches to small-scale supports, respondents chose 

financial and logistical supports as the top option, followed by a low-risk designation for smaller 

producers, and then changing the federal regime and standards. When asked about other 

possible approaches, respondents suggested a mentorship system, a change in certification to 

focus on the farm as a whole, rather than products, and greater education for consumers. Those 

who were not certified saw the possibilities of ‘direct support’ and ‘low risk designation’ as being 

most suitable to their business. Among this group ‘self declaration’ was most commonly seen as 

the least suitable possibility. 

 

 

Drafting a Tailored Program 

 

We also asked respondents what they felt would be important factors for developing a program 

for supporting small producers in transitioning to and certifying organic. More than 75 percent 

selected revenue as a key criterion.  It was consistently the most important factor across groups 

(whether certified, in transition or uncertified).  Fifty-six percent selected marketing channels, 

and fifty-three percent selected size (acreage) as key factors. Respondents expressed a range of 

opinions in their written comments, with many indicating a desire for flexibility in developing 

supports. 

 

One important fact to note in assessing how a tailored program should be structured is that 

among respondents to this survey who grossed over $250,000 annually, 100% selected direct 

sales as one of their marketing channels. This indicates that whether or not a business sells 

direct is not a good indicator of farm scale. Acreage is also determined by types of products sold 

and therefore changes with the product mix.  While revenue is the most difficult to track by 

certifying bodies, it appears to be the most relevant and popular criteria for a tailored program. 

 

Fg. 14: Eligibility requirement preferences for a tailored support program 

 

 

 



 

Comments: 

“As a beekeeper, acreage does not apply to me as my hives sit on property owned by others. 

Revenue would be a much more appropriate measure. 

 

“Be careful with Direct to Consumer as many small scale farmers sell to restaurants and small 

scale speciality grocery shops.  

 

“It is extremely important that programs developed to serve the Organic sector be inclusive in 

terms of marketing channels, geographic range, diversity of products and physical size. 

Ignoring those factors will set the program up to exclude the near north and the tremendous 

opportunity the near north holds for small scale Organic producers. This is why I only selected 

revenue as a determining factor.” 

 

Incentives to Certify 

 

When asked about different marketing supports for small-scale producers, respondents 

identified access to funding via special programs (such as carbon credits) (67 percent), a specific 

small-scale brand (53 percent), and use of the Foodland Ontario Organic or other local organic 

brand (51 percent) as their top three choices. Additional suggestions included support for 

consumer education and marketing programs and stronger penalties for false/ fraudulent 

organic claims. 

 

Fig. 15: Preferred marketing supports 

 



 

Other Responses:  

 

“I don't really see any benefit for my farm, but I don't like the idea of not being able to call 

myself organic.” 

 

“Public education / marketing campaigns” 

 

“I would never ever ever use Foodland Ontario brand.” 

 

“Any form or grant program or discounts for suppliers would be appealing to a lot of 

growers.” 

 

Results and Recommendations 

 

The opinions of respondents varied widely with regard to most of the potential solutions 

proposed in this survey. It is not clear that one approach is superior or desired by most. 

However, some clear takeaways can be identified to help with the development of strategies for 

mitigating the burden of organic certification on small farms.  

 

Address the Cost of Certification for Small-Scale Farms 

 

One clear sentiment repeated throughout the survey was that small-scale producers need 

support addressing the cost of certification. For many, cost appears to be one of the largest 

reasons they do not certify. It is clear that a method for reducing this burden, such as a 

cost-sharing subsidy or transition support payment,  would help to incentivize certification for 

many farms. Ways to support small farms in addressing these costs, including innovative 

funding methods such as use of carbon credits, should be explored further. 

 

Explore a Low-Risk Designation for Ontario 

 

Of the alternative approaches to certification proposed, the most popular approach was the 

“Low-Risk” Designation, for which there exists a precedent in British Columbia. 73% of 

respondents either fully or partially supported this possibility. Combined with an alternative 

logo (such as Foodland Ontario Organic) or marketing method for low-risk farms who cannot 

use the Canada Organic Logo, this approach has much potential for limiting the cost and burden 

of certification on small producers, and should be considered in Ontario.  An evaluation of 

lessons learned from current pilot programs such as Procert’s Local Organic program, could 

form the basis for discussion.  

 

One important fact to consider in developing a framework for such a program, however, is that 

“direct-to-consumer” as a sales channel is not necessarily an indicator of whether or not a 

 



 

producer is low risk. Of the respondents to this survey, 100% of producers with annual sales of 

over $250,000 (including producers with annual sales of over $2 million) were engaging, to 

some degree, in direct sales. This means that if a low-risk designation program were to be 

developed in Ontario, direct marketing sales alone may be sufficient criteria in determining an 

exemption; revenues would need to be taken into consideration as well. 

 

 

 

Find Ways to Offer Additional Administrative, Technical & Training Supports 

 

More than any other response, it was clear that small-scale organic producers feel a strong need 

for more extension-like services, and assistance with the administrative and technical 

requirements of certification. Further work must be done to investigate how such services can be 

funded and offered to organic farms in Ontario.  

 

Some of the potential supports described and recommended above will be easier to test and/or 

implement than others. In particular, the creation of specific supports to reduce the cost, burden 

of paperwork, and help farmers navigate the complexity of the standards would be relatively 

straightforward to test on a small scale, and would have substantial beneficial effects. Therefore, 

we recommend that further attention be given to the exploration and testing of these types of 

supports in future.  

 

 


