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Introduction 
Organic farmers and businesses have enormous capacity to support a healthy and sustainable 
environment. If all agriculture globally were to convert to the best organic practices, over 100% of 
annual greenhouse gases could be sequestered (Rodale Institute, 2014).  There are also many other 
significant environmental benefits to organic agriculture from increased biodiversity to reduced water 
pollution and energy use. This evaluation outlines how organic agriculture helps people in Ontario 
reduce their impact on the environment.      
 
Demand for organic products in Ontario, and across Canada, is increasing rapidly; however, by 2028 it 
is estimated that 10% of retail sales in Canada will be organic, but only 2% of agriculture will be (OCO, 
2018).  In Ontario, only 1.2 percent of agricultural land is under organic production, and the number of 
organic farms is only 1.6 percent of all farms (OCO, 2018). Compared to most European countries and 
neighbouring jurisdictions, such as Quebec (2.2%), this is quite low (OTA, 2017).    This is an enormous 
missed opportunity for Ontario businesses, consumers, and the environment. To address this, the 
Organic Council of Ontario (OCO) has set a target to increase organic acreage to 5% of all 
agricultural lands in Ontario in five years, 2019-2024. 
 
What is preventing producers from increasing organic production?  There are still significant risks and 
stigma associated with organic conversion, as well as challenges for farm expansion.  Through 
research, surveys, webinars, and focus groups OCO drilled down into the challenges that producers 
face to transition to organic, and the mechanisms needed to bring more operators into organic 
certification.  OCO elaborated on these mechanisms in this report and included baseline 
environmental impact research to estimate the environmental benefits of conversion to organic. 
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1. Impacts of Agriculture on the 
Environment 

Indicators and anecdotal evidence show that there are serious environmental challenges caused by 
agriculture in Ontario.  Soil health, climate change, water quality, and biodiversity are all being 
negatively impacted by agriculture, and unfortunately some indicators are worsening.  
 
The Ontario Ministry of Agriculture, Food, and Rural Affairs completed an Agricultural Soil Health and 
Conservation Strategy in 2018 to address the current soil health crisis.  Symptoms of this crisis include 
declines in soil fertility and soil organic matter and increases in greenhouse gas emissions. It is 
alarming that soil organic carbon in 82% of Ontario cropland is estimated to be decreasing, soil fertility 
is declining, and more greenhouse gases are being emitted to the atmosphere (OMAFRA, 2016). 
According to Agriculture and Agri-Food Canada, 56 percent of Ontario cropland (the majority) is losing 
greater than 90kg/ha/yr of soil organic carbon (AAFC, 2016).    
 
Lake Erie, plagued by regular toxic algae blooms, is the most glaring example of the negative impacts 
that agricultural practices are having on Ontario waterways.  Despite long-time knowledge of water 
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quality problems due to erosion and the run-off of nitrogen, phosphorus (which is causing algal 
blooms), and pesticides, there are many indications that application rates of inputs are rising, and 
water quality is suffering (Howe, 2017). The annual agri-environmental indicator report by the federal 
government has also shown a decline in wildlife habitat capacity on a substantial proportion of 
Ontario farmland (AAFC, 2016, p. 72).   
 

2. Environmental Benefits of Organic 
Agriculture 

 
Cultivating soil health is a pressing issue for our time, and it is also the foundation of organic 
agriculture. The minimum good management practices mandated in organic production both require 
and enable healthy soils.  Non-organic farmers can also employ good environmental management 
practices; however, the practices of organic farmers are also verified by 3d party certification bodies 
and the benefits can be tracked. 
 
Organic practices have been shown to reduce run-off caused by synthetic fertilizers and pesticides:  
according to MacRae and Martin (2009), achieving ten percent organic acreage would reduce fertilizer 
applications by about 43 million kg, pesticide applications by about 296,000 kg of active ingredient.  
Studies have also shown that the greater diversity in organic fields (flowering weeds) benefit 
pollinator diversity by offering greater food sources (Holzschuh, Steffan-Dewenter, Tscharntke, 2008).   
 
While many studies have demonstrated that organic agriculture reduces the embodied energy and 
global warming potential on an acreage basis (e.g. 60 percent less energy on average and 25 percent 
fewer global warming emissions for major field crops, according to Pelletier et al.), more recent 
studies demonstrate the capacity for organic production to hold more soil organic carbon.  Soil with 
higher organic carbon content is more fertile, providing food and habitat for diverse soil organisms 
that supply plants with readily-available nutrients and water.   
 
A recent nine-year study of soil samples from over 1,000 farms from across the U.S. was co-authored 
by Dr. Tracy Misiewicz of the Organic Centre (Ghabbour et al, 2017). The research showed that, on 
average, organic soil samples held 13 percent higher organic matter, 44 percent more humic acid, and 
one and a half times more fulvic acid. These results placed organic production ahead of no-till 
production in terms of carbon sequestration.  Humic and fulvic acid are important measures of soil 
carbon as they are considered a “stable” pool and have lower turnover over time. They are also linked 
to higher soil fertility and beneficial soil structure. Greater soil carbon also increases water retention, 
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nutrient uptake and decreases runoff, allowing soils to buffer the effects of increasing extreme 
weather events, improving farm adaptability. 
 
If organic agriculture holds on average 13 percent more total carbon, then increasing Ontario’s 
organic acreage to five percent of all agricultural land – an additional 186, 823 additional hectares – 
would translate to sequestration of 2,234,403 kg of soil organic carbon.  This is equivalent to 8,200.23 
tonnes of atmospheric carbon.  OCO is currently working with all partner sectors and supply chain 
actors to reach this goal of increasing organic acreage to 5% of all agricultural production area, 
focusing on the soil organic carbon and greenhouse gas reducing benefits. 
 

3. Barriers of Transitioning to Organic 
 
There is an opportunity for Ontario producers to help meet the ballooning consumer demand for 
organic and local products.  At the same time there are still risks to becoming a certified organic 
farmer, contributing to the low rates of agricultural land under organic production in Ontario (1.2 
percent).  OCO has researched the risks to transitioning with producers and others in the food chain, 
to begun working towards solutions. 
 
OCO’s Sector-wide Assessment and Action Plan 2018-2020 included 42 interviews with sector leaders 
across Canada, a dozen online and in-person focus groups with organic stakeholders and 583 surveys 
of organic and non-organic producers, handlers (processors, distributors, co-packers and marketers).   
Barriers to transitioning to organic were explored, showing that market drivers alone cannot produce 
adequate growth.  Feedback from producers identified the following key risks for non-organic 
producers (p. 80):  
 

• Risk of weed and/or disease or pest pressure 
• The lack of reliability/clarity of the organic claim 
• The risk and cost of the three-year transition period 
• The costs/burden of certification  

 
Ontario retailers were also asked if there were any policies that contributed to challenges in offering 
organic products. Policy and program supports that they identified were primarily related to growing 
the supply of organic producers through support for certification (24%) and/or transition supports 
(17%). In addition, retailers were concerned about the lack of clarity surrounding the word organic 
and wanted more consumer education materials on the Canadian Organic Standards (10%) and/or 
more regulation and enforcement of organic labelling (6.9%) (p. 72). 
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Canadian Organic Growers also published a report on transition barriers in 2018.  Their findings were 
informed by a literature review, on-farm case studies, and focus groups held across Canada. The key 
challenges identified by producers included: understanding the certification process, record keeping, 
weed management, a lack of clarity on inputs allowed for organic certification that could threaten 
certification, and having fewer organic buyers. Medium challenges included not being able to produce 
organic and non-organic versions of the same crop, maintaining yield, peer stigma, maintaining cash 
flow during the transition period, and access to capital for the investment in transitioning (p 1-3). 
 
OCO has been working on two of the main issues identified by both producers and retailers: organic 
regulation, and developing transition and certification supports.  OCO’s efforts to support regulation 
are outlined below, and supports are addressed in the next section. 
 
Regulating organic in Ontario 

Organic farmers and processors undergo an auditing process that verifies the integrity of organic 
claims and offers a corresponding price premium. In Ontario, there is a lack an organic regulation 
requiring certification on organic claims for products grown and sold within the province. Regulation 
would increase consistency around the meaning and use of the word organic, improve consumer 
confidence in, 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. OCO knows this regulation is critical for Ontario’s organic sector to grow.   
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 sharing information on a 
lack of regulation with decision makers. 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.  This is likely a contributing factor for why organic 
acreage is increasing at higher rates in these provinces.  Since 2016, Ontario organic acres have 
increased by 28%, while Quebec has seen an increased of 58%, BC has seen an increase of 31%, and 
Atlantic Canada has seen an increase of 58%.  Interestingly, when BC introduced organic regulation in 
2015, the number of acres under certified organic production rose 37% by 2016 (COTA 2016, 2018). 
 
Ontario has seen the introduction of two private member’s bills that would create such a regulation in 
Ontario. Though neither bill became legislation. OCO continues to encourage this important legislative 
change.    
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4. Transition and Certification 
Supports 

 
Producers, as well as retailers, raised concerns about the financial challenges of transitioning to 
organic in the surveys.   The costs and administrative tasks of certification are also especially 
challenging for smaller farms and businesses.  Many other jurisdictions with higher rates of organic 
land in production have implemented programs to address these challenges.  Examples from other 
countries and a cases study from Quebec are below. 
 

Transition Supports in Other Countries 
The United States Department of Agriculture’s Organic Certification Cost Share Program provides 
financial support for certification costs. Once certified, organic producers and handlers are eligible to 
receive reimbursement for up to 75 percent of their certification costs each year, up to a maximum of 
$750 per certification scope. Eligible costs include application fees, inspection costs, fees related to 
equivalency agreement/arrangement requirements, travel/per diem for inspectors, user fees, sales 
assessments and postage. 
 
The USDA also currently funds the EQIP Organic Initiative, which helps producers plan and implement 
conservation practices to support the environmental sustainability of their organic operations (USDA 
Natural Resources Conservation Services, 2017). Producers are eligible if they are certified organic, 
exempt from the National Organic Program (selling less than $5000 per year and willing to self-
certify), or in transition to organic. EQIP includes both financial and technical assistance to help 
implement planning and conservation practices to address organic operation resource concerns. 
Financial assistance is up a maximum of $20,000 per fiscal year and no more than $80,000 over a 
rolling six-year Farm Bill for all approved contracts.  
 
Germany has funded organic farming since 1989 through two main programs. The Federal Organic 
Farming Scheme (BÖLN) focuses on the expansion of organic farms, and the GAK Act supports the 
introduction and maintenance of organic farming, including through the transition phase. Organic 
farms automatically qualify for payments and in some cases additional premiums. 
 
Table 1: Promotion of organic farming methods under the GAK framework as of 
2015 (Germany Federal Ministry of Food and Agriculture, 2017) 
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Type of culture  
Introduction Payments 

per hectare Maintenance Payment per hectare 

Vegetable 
growing 590 Euro (+23%) 360 Euro (+20%) 

Arable land 250 Euro (+19%) 210 Euro (+24%) 
Grassland 250 Euro (+19%) 210 Euro (+24%) 

Land under permanent crops 
or nursery crops 950 Euro (+6%) 750 Euro (+4%) 

 
 
The European Union’s Common Agricultural Policy (CAP) recognizes the central role organic 
agriculture plays in environmental protection, biodiversity preservation and combating climate change 
(EU Agricultural and Rural Development, 2017). Each EU country offers funds through two pillars. The 
first pillar automatically qualifies certified organic farms for direct ecological payments, as they are 
already conducting practices that contribute significantly to environmental objectives. The second 
pillar includes agri-environmental payments for new organic farming and sustainable interventions, 
including support for organic practices and transition support (EU Organic Farming, 2014). This pillar is 
funded through the Rural Development Program, which requires at least 3 percent of its budget be 
allocated to agri-environmental measures, support for organic farming or projects associated with 
environmentally friendly investment or innovation measures. 
 

Table 2: CAP payment ceiling from 2011 and 2017 
 

 
 

 

Quebec Case Study 
Ontario’s neighbour, Quebec, has also offered transition payments to producers since 2015.  Quebec’s 
Ministère de l’Agriculture, des Pêcheries et de l’Alimentation du Québec (MAPAQ), has structured 
their transition support program into two streams: Stream 1 includes payments for plant units, maple 
syrup taps and beehives (Table 16). An operator can apply for up to $10,000 during their pre-
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certification phase and up to $10,000 in their first year of certification. The payments are not received 
until the third year of transition and first year of certification. Any operator who was certified in the 
previous five years and dropped certification is ineligible. 
 

Table 3: Transition Payments Offered by Quebec (2015-2020) 
 

Type of Production Pre-Certification Certification 

Fruits and Vegetables (excluding wild) $2500/hectare $2500/hectare 
Greenhouse Crops $0.50/m2 $0.50/m2 

Grains, oilseed crops, legumes $100/hectare $100/hectare 
Grazing and forage crops $25/hectare $25/hectare 
Maple Syrup Production $0.05/tap $0.05/tap 

 
 
The second program stream is to subsidize capital costs for construction or expansion of livestock 
facilities to accommodate organic production. Payments cover up to 50 percent of expenses and are 
paid after expenses are incurred. These payments cannot exceed more than $20,000 throughout the 
duration of the program. Throughout this program, producers cannot receive more than $40,000 total 
for the two streams. 
 
According to Quebec’s organic specialist, in its first year of 2015, the program attracted 105 producers 
with a total program cost of $500,000.  By the growing season of 2016 there were roughly 350 
recipients with a total program spend of 1.5 million, and then an estimated 400 recipients for the 
2017. The program anticipates approximately 250 recipients per year in the future, with total 
anticipated spending at $1,000,000 annually. Producers are expected to apply twice: once during pre-
certification, and again once they are certified; this also means that the numbers of recipients include 
some producers who have participated in the program twice. On average, the Quebec government 
paid $3500.00 per operator for stream one and $18,000 per operator for stream two. 
 

Table 4: Quebec Transition Program Payments by Product (2016-2017) 
 

Commodity Total Spend Percentage 

Horticulture 65,0000 42.35% 
Greenhouse 17,000 1.11% 

Grains and Field Crops 300,000 19.54% 

Forage and Pasture 50,000 3.26% 
Taps--Maple Syrup 118,000 26.06% 

Livestock 400.,000 26.06% 
Total 1,535,000  
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Organic acreage is rising much faster in Quebec than Ontario 
 
There is evidence that suggests that Quebec’s transition supports are bolstering the industry and 
helping to increase land cover at double the pace of progress in Ontario.   Land under organic 
production in Quebec has risen approximately 58% from the year before the transition support 
program started, from 215,617 acres in 2014 to 341,500 in 2017.     During that same period, Ontario 
organic acres increased from 123,948 to 16,700, an increase of approximately 30% (COTA 2016, 2018). 
 
Table 5: Annual Increases in Organic Acreage in Quebec and Ontario (2014-2017) 
 

Year Quebec Annual change Ontario Annual change 
 

2014 215,617  123,948  
2015 220,688 + 2% 155,773 + 26% 
2016 293,500 + 33% 152,800 - 2% 
2017 341,500 + 16% 160,700 + 5% 

 
 
Numbers of organic operators are accelerating at a faster pace in regions with transition supports.  
The Canada Organic Trade Association also found that based on 2016 transition numbers, Ontario’s 
total number of producers will have grown by just over 3 percent in the following few years. In 
comparison, Quebec and BC will have increased their number of organic producers by about 10 
percent, and Atlantic Canada’s number will grow by about 18 percent (COTA, 2016).  The increase in 
organic acreage in these regions discussed earlier in this document could also attest to the benefits of 
transition supports. 
 

5. Bringing smaller scale producers 
into organic certification 

 
Once organic regulation is in place, farms that currently do not certify will be required to do so to use 
the term “organic” to promote their products. However, through its Sector-Wide Assessment of 
attitudes toward organic certification in Ontario, OCO identified several barriers preventing small-
scale producers, especially, from certifying.   The majority of uncertified “organic” producers (41 
respondents) chose reasons that related more to the certification system compared to their non-
organic counterparts. A lack of need for certification to market their product (66%), the costs of 
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certification (56%), or the burden of paperwork (44%) were among the most popular responses (OCO, 
2018). 
 
OCO also surveyed 94 organic stakeholders in early 2018 to ask small-scale farmers who are interested 
in using the organic label a series of questions about their views on organic regulation.  OCO’s White 
Paper, funded by the Ontario Trillium Foundation’s Seed Grant, explains the evidence and insight 
collected on how to make organic certification more scale-appropriate, accessible and useful for 
small-scale, diversified growers, and for the sector.   In the report the opinions of respondents varied 
widely about 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.  The three 
main recommendations are listed below, and details on each can be found in the White Paper: 
 

1. Address the Cost of Certification for Small-Scale Farms 
2. Explore a low-risk designation for Ontario, where smaller farms could be certified yet 

inspected less often  
3. Find ways to offer additional administrative, technical, and training supports 

 
Some of the transition and certification supports explored earlier in this report (in other countries and 
Quebec) address these suggestions in innovative ways.   British Columbia has already embraced a low-
risk certification option for farms selling directly to the end customer and within the province.  It has 
reduced the cost for certification by saving certification body staff time and travel costs – inspections 
happen once every three years and 5-10 percent of these farms will receive unannounced inspections 
during non-inspection years (Howe, 2018).  Having a low-risk certification option for producers before 
introducing provincial organic regulation may have contributed to BCs success in implementing 
regulation.  BC’s low-risk certification program could also be a contributing factor to the notable jump 
in organic acreage after the introduction of the regulation in BC (an increase of 37%), as smaller farms 
had a viable option for becoming certified (COTA, 2018). 
 

6. Conclusion 
Achieving organic growth in Ontario, reducing environmental 
impact 
Organic agriculture practices have been proven to increase environmental stewardship on farms.   
Benefits include reductions in energy use, reduction in pesticide and fertilizer production and run-off 
in waterways, increased food sources for pollinators, and increased carbon sequestration.  Reaching 5 
percent organic acreage in 5 years would result in multiple environmental benefits, including 
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sequestration of 2,234,403 kg of soil organic carbon equivalent to 8,200.23 tonnes of atmospheric 
carbon.    
 
There is great potential for the Ontario organic sector to expand, improving environmental 
stewardship behaviours while capturing more market share.   Increasing local organic production will 
also improve supply for customers, making it easier for Ontarians to choose organically grown 
products without the emissions caused by transport from distant locations.   
 
Organic agriculture is a mechanism to promote and reward responsible resource stewardship.  To 
increase the number of organic producers and organic acreage at accelerated rates, further 
mechanisms of support are also needed.   This is a critical moment for the growth of the Ontario 
organic sector, which needs investments to meet the potential for growth.   Without this, Ontario agri-
food businesses are also at a competitive disadvantage to imports from jurisdictions with greater 
supports.   
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