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Executive Summary 
Ontario’s organic market is the largest in Canada, valued at roughly $1.6 billion dollars in sales. 
Sales of organic products in Canada are growing at 8.4% year-over-year roughly, with some 
products such as poultry seeing double digit growth. However, the number of certified organic 
producers and operators in Ontario is relatively low (19% of Canadian organic producers are 
located in Ontario compared to 25% of all operators).  When compared to other jurisdictions, 
such as Quebec and the United States, Ontario’s organic supply is lagging behind.  With the 
rate of growth of supply lagging behind demand, Ontario will increasingly rely on organic imports 
and our agri-food sector will lose domestic and international market share.  
 
Despite its contribution to the economic and environmental health of the province, the Ontario 
organic sector has little to no capacity to collect baseline data, conduct important agricultural 
research, affect policy decisions, engage in market development, encourage new entrants and 
plan for succession, support transition to organic farming, educate consumers or market 
collectively. When compared to the over 20 conventional commodity groups and associations in 
Ontario, the organic sector has no capacity to advocate on its behalf.  
  
These services are often offered by commodity groups and marketing boards in Ontario, which 
are underpinned by a mandatory production licence of levy (colloquially known as a check-off) 
regulated by the Farm Products Marketing Act or other legislation. Upon initial investigation, the 
organic sector is contributing anywhere from $500,000 to $1 million annually to these 
commodity groups, which is a small amount when spread across 20 organizations, but a 
significant amount if concentrated. While commodity organizations offer product specific 
marketing, training and research, they are often unable to address the unique challenges and 
needs of the Ontario organic sector as this is but one small portion of their membership.  
  
The Organic Council of Ontario (OCO) commissioned this report to assess the feasibility of 
creating an organic check-off that would fund much needed program supports for Ontario’s 
organic sector.  An environmental scan; over 134 interviews and surveys; on-going discussions 
with organic stakeholders and working group members; and consultation with a legal advisor 
were used to gather information. The report compares funding mechanisms in Ontario and other 
jurisdictions, reviews relevant legislation, estimates revenues for various scenarios, aggregates 
initial attitudes and feedback from organic stakeholders, and makes recommendations for next 
steps in creating an Ontario organic check-off.  
 
The report concludes with a recommendation for the creation of an Ontario organic check-off 
based on one tenth of one percent of net organic sales for all certified organic operators within 
the province of Ontario.  This includes not only producers, but “handlers:” businesses such as 
processors who add some value or repackage the product. This does not include many retailers 
or distributors who simply ship and sell products.  Organic businesses with $100,000 in gross 
organic sales or less would be exempt from the mandatory fee, but could be permitted to opt in.  
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Organic producers who pay a licence fee to a commodity board or containers fee would not be 
required to pay an additional amount, but would instead be permitted to receive a refund for the 
amount of the organic fee.  The report estimates that organic fees would likely be less than half 
the value of the marketing board licences for most commodities.  It is also estimated that only 
thirty percent of organic producers pay into marketing boards.  Therefore, the budget of each 
affected marketing board and association would be only marginally reduced.  Ideally, organic 
members of commodity boards would be given the option of diverting some additional amount of 
their marketing board licence to the organic sector or paying both fees if they so choose.  
 
The impact on organic producers is small as 0.1% of net organic sales is roughly equivalent to 
(or less than) current membership fees that many organic businesses pay voluntarily.  However, 
the impact on the sector could be quite significant, with an estimated total of at least $1 million 
generated.  Organic funding priorities are further outlined in a OCO’s Sector-Wide Report 2017, 
a guiding document that could be used to decide on the allocation of funds.  
 
Next steps in establishing an organic check-off include communicating the findings of this report 
to decision makers, organic stakeholders, certifying bodies and commodity groups to gather 
further feedback and initial endorsements of the proposal.  
  
 
 

 

  

3 



Table of Contents 
Executive Summary 2 

Table of Contents 4 

Introduction 9 
Purpose and Context 9 
Rationale for an Ontario Organic Check-Off 9 
Case Studies from Elsewhere 10 

Additional Organic Levy Case Study: Quebec 11 
Certification Body Collection Case Studies: Quebec and British Columbia 13 
Buyers’ Fund Case Study: Prairie Organic Development Fund 13 
Percentage of Net Organic Sales Case Study: Organic Trade Association 15 
Lessons Learned in Ontario 18 

Regulatory Context in Ontario and Canada 20 
Farm Products Marketing Act 20 
Farm Registration and Farm Organizations Funding Act 21 
Farm Products Containers Act 22 
Other Acts to Consider 22 
National Acts and Regulations to Consider 23 
Other Possibilities 26 

Consultation with the Sector 26 
Attitudes Towards an Organic Check-Off 26 
Marketing Board Membership and Levies Paid 27 
Attitudes Towards Fee Diversion 29 
Attitudes Towards Fee Structure 31 
Attitudes Towards Collection 32 
Attitudes Towards Value Chain Participation 33 
Attitudes Towards Exemption 34 
Attitudes Towards Uncovered Commodities 35 

Estimating Revenues 36 
Revenue Baseline 36 
Scenario #1: Marketing Board (Production-Based) Fee 37 
Scenario #2: Point of Sale (Retail-based) Fee 39 
Scenario #3 Net Organic Sales (Percentage of Profit) Fee 41 
Scenario #4  Percentage of Certifying Fees 44 
Scenario #5: Percentage of Accredited Farm Organizations 45 

4 



Scenario #6: A Percentage of Marketing Board Fees 46 
Scenario #7: New Organic Production-Based Fees Are Collected in Addition to Marketing 
Board Fees 48 
Revenue Comparisons 49 
Summary 51 

Methods of Collection 52 
1. Certifying Bodies Collect and Remit to Organic Organization 52 
2. Agricorp Collects and Remits to Organic Organization 54 
3. Organic Buyers Collect and Remit to Organic Organization 55 
4. Marketing Boards Collect and Remit to an Organic Organization 56 
5. Retail Outlets Collect and Remit to Organic Organization 57 
7. Organic Organization/Marketing Board Collects 58 
Combining Net Sales with Marketing Board Exemption 58 
Administration Fees 59 
Summary of Collection Methods 59 

Governance and Structure 60 
Input from the Sector 60 
Governance Structures in Conventional Commodity Organizations and Marketing Boards 61 
Governance Structures in Organic Organizations 63 
Ontario Organic Ratio of Producers to Handlers 65 
Location 65 
Ratio of Enterprises in Various Size Categories (Scale Diversity) 66 
Proportion of Products Represented 68 
Summary of Governance Recommendations 69 
Additional Sources of Revenue 70 
Organizational Succession Scenarios 71 

Recommendations 72 
Conclusions and Next Steps 75 

Appendix A: Working Group Members 76 
 

 
  

5 



Introduction 

Purpose and Context 
The purpose of this paper is to explore the feasibility of an Ontario Organic Licence, Levy or 
Check-off funding mechanism. Evidence suggests that the agricultural sectors with the greatest 
amount of organization, sway and credibility are underpinned by a mandatory fee system that is, 
in Canada, often regulated at the provincial level.  
 
This paper lays out the rationale for an organic sector stable funding strategy; the 
provincial regulatory context that might impact it, case studies of processes and models from 
other North American jurisdictions; a description of previous and current work in Ontario 
including previous attempts at securing funds and examples of sector leaders who are 
implementing a voluntary production contribution fee; organic sector attitudes towards an 
organic check-off; possible scenarios for creating an organic check-off within Ontario and their 
revenue estimates; potential collection and governance systems; proposed allocation of funds; 
and, finally, next steps and recommendations for an Ontario organic check-off. 
 
This paper and process is being led by the Organic Council of Ontario because it sees the need 
for a stronger organic sector and representative body within the province. It does, however, 
not wish to exclude organic stakeholders who are not currently members of OCO, rather 
aims to take a whole sector approach in building the strategy. 
 

Rationale for an Ontario Organic Check-Off 
With over $1.6 billion dollars in estimated retail sales in Ontario and a growth rate of 8.4% 
annually (COTA, 2017), with some products seeing double digit growth, organic products have 
one of the fastest growing markets in the agri-food sector. Not only do organic businesses have 
the potential to build the Ontario economy in general, and rural communities in particular, but 
organic agriculture at its best can have significant impacts on mitigating, and adapting to, 
climate change. 
 
Ontario has the largest organic market in Canada, with roughly one third of all sales.  And yet, 
only 1.3% of Ontario’s agricultural land is under organic production. Despite its contribution to 
the economy, environment, and health of the province, the Ontario organic sector has little to no 
resources for sector development through data collection, production research, advocacy, 
market development, consumer education and support for new entrants to organic farming. 
When compared to the power and multitude of the many product specific commodity groups and 
associations in Ontario, the organic sector has limited collective capacity to advocate for itself.  
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While some other provinces have significantly increased sales as a result of provincial organic 
regulations, government supports and/or thriving organic industry associations, Ontario has no 
provincial organic regulation to protect organic claims within the province, no extension 
infrastructure (no dedicated public organic specialist) to support the development of the sector, 
and an organic industry association that lacks capacity and financial sustainability. Strong 
organic industry associations and organic regulations are found throughout the world where 
organic sectors thrive (L. Telford, personal communication, 2017). 
 
Despite growing organic sales, there is still significant consumer confusion regarding “organic,” 
“local” and “natural” claims. Strong consumer education and marketing is required to continue 
to grow the sector and maintain the Ontario organic brand. Both the US and Quebec 
governments and industry associations are investing in organic sector growth, research, 
promotions and developing organic supply by supporting conventional farmers to transition to 
organic and assisting organic business retention and expansion.  It is no wonder that these two 
jurisdictions have thus increased their organic acreage to over 4% in the US and 2.4% in 
Quebec (CARTV, 2017).  Sandwiched between these two well-supported organic sectors, the 
Ontario organic sector must build its capacity if it is to remain competitive. With a weak 
Canadian dollar, importers and retailers will suffer from increasingly expensive imports and short 
supply. 
 
While the Canadian Organic Trade Association, the Organic Federation of Canada and the 
Canadian Organic Growers are important organizations, many of the programs and policies 
affecting the agri-food industry are administered and directed at the provincial level, making 
provincial representation critical for the organic sector’s success. The Organic Council of 
Ontario was created for this purpose, but has been unable to build a sustainable funding model 
to maintain its operations. 
 
In Ontario, the Ecological Farmers Association of Ontario, the National Farmers Union, and the 
Canadian Organic Growers have many members who are organic growers but do not represent 
the rest of the value chain. It is the intention of the Organic Council of Ontario to build a 
sustainable funding strategy based on the conventional commodity licence system (colloquially 
known as a “check-off”) and set strategic priorities for the allocation of these funds with the input 
of the entire sector, including these three key organizations. 

Case Studies from Elsewhere 
Ontario is not the only jurisdiction concerned with creating stable funding for the organic sector. 
While in many jurisdictions organic production and regulation is supported or led by 
government, in other parts of Canada and North America, there is still a clear need to support 
supply and strengthen the sector to meet the growing demand for organic products.  Below, we 
outline several case studies where funding for organic programs is collected in a systematic way 
from industry.  
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Additional Organic Levy Case Study: Quebec 
Quebec has a history of more centralized agricultural representation with the creation of a 
mandatory levy regulatory framework for the Union Producteurs Agricoles (UPA) as early as 
1965. Meanwhile Ontario was considering a similar legislation, but turned it down only to create 
the Farm Registration and Farm Organizations Act much later in the 1990s after some of the 
largest general farm organizations were struggling to maintain members. The UPA is the 
umbrella group for all farmer unions and has both regional representation and commodity 
based representation within it. This has led to a culture of cooperation, centralization and 
negotiation in Quebec compared to Ontario’s more splintered groupings (Ontario has several 
accredited general farm organizations, for example) (C. Bradley, personal communication, 
2016). 
 
In Quebec, the Filière d’Agriculture Biologique du Québec (FABQ) was created in 1989 and 
was composed of four unions (Grains, Meat, Maple and Dairy) as well as hosting a 
committee for fruit and vegetables.  Since then, the UPA has taken on more of an active role to 
support organic producers, while FABQ has become more value-chain focused (G. Blain, 
personal communication, 2016).  
 
In 2014, a committee of organic grain producers, assisted by the  Filière d’Agriculture Biologique 
du Québec (FABQ), put forward a resolution to the Fédération de Producteurs du Grains within 
the UPA to collect an additional levy from organic grain producers. This levy is transferred to the 
FABQ to be allocated for the specific needs of the organic grain sector in Quebec. They charge 
an additional $0.50/tonne on all organic grains, a price roughly equivalent to the lowest 
conventional grain levies, but closer to half of most levies. The levy was chosen based on what 
the organic grain farmers felt needed to be raised in order to meet the financial needs of the 
sector.  They currently raise roughly $15,000 annually and put this money towards 
administrative support for the organization. They may increase these amounts as the program 
develops. 

Certification Body Collection Case Studies: Quebec and British Columbia 

A. Case Study: Percentage of Certification Activities  
Quebec is one of five provinces in which organic certification by an accredited certification body 
is mandatory. (COG, 2017) Because Quebec created its own provincial standard before the 
Canadian Organic Regime came into force in 2009, a government agency called the Conseil 
des appellations réservées et des termes valorisants (Council of reserved designations and 
value-added claims, CARTV) maintains the responsibility of accreditation of certification bodies 
registered in its program and, through them, collects a royalty that goes towards the 
maintenance of standards and the operations of CARTV. In 2016, certification bodies were 
charged a $1500.00 flat fee plus an additional 15.6% of all certification activities.  In 2016, 
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CARTV recovered approx. $300,000 from accreditation royalties that they could put towards 
enforcement activities and operational capacity (V. Vilela, personal communication, 2017).  
 
Quebec certifiers, however, have expressed some frustration with their role in collecting fees. 
There is concern that this increases the perception that certification bodies are expensive and 
taxing producers extra for their services. In addition, the accounting becomes onerous as 
certifying bodies that operate nationally or internationally must then collect and account for 
monies for various provincial bodies if a surcharge is implemented by more than one province 
(F. Gravel, personal communication, 2016). 

B. Case Study: Accreditation Fees Collected Based on Gross Sales  
British Columbia, like Quebec, developed its own provincial standards in advance of the 
Canadian Organic Regime.  However, up until 2018, this provincial standard was voluntary. 
This has meant that certification bodies wishing to certify to the provincial standard must be 
accredited by the Certified Organic Association of British Columbia (COABC), a non-profit 
membership based association in which the accredited certifying bodies are members. To fund 
the organization, the 10 certifying bodies that are accredited by the COABC are required to pay 
annual accreditation fees. In order to accommodate the huge diversity in scale of their members 
(from 10 certified operators to hundreds per certifying body), the accreditation fee is based on a 
sliding scale relative to the gross organic income of each operator being certified by that given 
certifier. At present, the fee schedule generates over $200,000 annually of which approximately 
$85,000 is allocated to the COABC Accreditation Board, which oversees certification bodies, 
and the rest is used to fund the overall operation of the COABC (3 staff) including government 
outreach, website, BCOG magazine,  payments to the Organic Federation of Canada, other 
network membership fees and events, and administration.  
  
Thus, in this case, certification bodies collect and pay a flat fee based on gross sales of the 
operators that they certify and not on a percentage of certification fees.  Flat fees based on 
gross sales, however, still tend to skew proportionally lower for larger operators similar to 
certification fees.  
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Figure 1: Certified Organic Association of British Columbia’s Membership Fees from 
2016 

 

Buyers’ Fund Case Study: Prairie Organic Development Fund 
The Prairie Organic Development Fund offers a very different model of funding, one that is 
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funded primarily by organic grain buyers. However, it originated as an idea to create a 
voluntary “commission” levy, similar to a marketing board. 

A. Prairie Organic Commission “Gentleman’s Agreement” 
In 2013, with the aim of supporting the Saskatchewan Organic Directorate, Chantal Jacobs, the 
provincial organic crop production specialist proposed that the organic sector look to the 
Saskatchewan Herb and Spice Association (SHSA) as a model of a voluntary levy program. The 
SHSA basically started a commission (similar to a marketing board) by working directly with 
their buyers to create a “Gentleman’s Agreement” levy program, one in which 1% of all sales 
would be collected by buyers and sent to the SHSA. The SHSA would operate like an official 
commission, but without government oversight. The Saskatchewan Organic Directorate board 
approved looking into the model in collaboration with organic organizations in Manitoba and 
Alberta. From there, the idea developed into a full fledged production contribution program 
proposal that was being called the Prairie Organic Commission (POC) that would be jointly 
governed and administered across three provinces (Alberta, Saskatchewan and Manitoba). This 
original proposal suggested that 0.5% of gross sales be collected by registered buyers and 
remitted either directly to the POC or through the Levy Control. A number of levy examples were 
proposed, including a $1.00/tonne levy on all grain, however the original concept concluded that 
a percentage of sales levy had a number of advantages: 1) It stabilized funding for the POC; 2) 
It offers check-off parity between different crops with varying crop rotations and market value; 
and 3) Price/tonne of grain would mean that growers selling a lower value cereal grain would 
pay a disproportionate amount per tonne. The proposal offered funding scenarios wherein 
funding for administration would not exceed 25% and funds would be equally distributed among 
the three provinces. (L. Telford, B. Lipton, personal communications, 2016). 

B. Prairie Organic Development Fund 
The POC “Gentleman’s Agreement” proposal, however, eventually shifted due to the interest 
from buyers and a need for a funding cap. Grain volumes bought and sold in the prairies do not 
lend themselves to a buyers check-off. Prior to the discussion of a check-off, there already 
existed an exemption for organic growers from conventional commission levies with the 
exception of pulse growers. The Saskatchewan Organic Directorate (SOD) wanted to push for a 
mandatory levy and almost succeeded with the pulse growers, but this would have required 
overcoming significant regulatory hurdles and gaining further buy in. As an alternative solution, 
the three groups opted instead to create a fund with support from organic buyers and 
government.  The result was the Prairie Organic Development Fund, a federal non-profit with 
governance from three provinces. Over $14,000 was spent incorporating the organization in 
addition to donated legal time. The pan-prairie approach leveraged synergies and administration 
while reducing duplication of efforts and broadening the impacts of the funding. This multi-year 
funding approach solicit sponsorship based on a percentage of sales from organic buyers with a 
cap, similar to the Canadian Organic Trade Association’s (COTA) funding structure (See Figure 
2). Funds are to be split equally between the three provincial organic organizations with 
additional funds allocated to an innovation fund, currently being directed towards a Prairie 
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Organic Grain Initiative with the objective to increase the quantity and quality or organic grains 
produced in the prairies. Funders are asked to commit to a three-year contribution period and 
will receive reports on the projects and financials as a result. In the meantime, Organic Alberta 
has secured 1.1 million from the Western Diversification Fund towards the Prairie Organic Grain 
Initiative, to be matched by funders. Key factors contributing to the success of the fund are 1) 
the prairies are a global source of organic grains; 2) there is a global shortage of supply and 
thus buyers are experiencing this challenge in increased prices and limited ability to meet 
market demand; 3) government support and funding was a key catalyst.  

Percentage of Net Organic Sales Case Study: Organic Trade Association 
In 2011, the Organic Trade Association (home to the Canadian Organic Trade Association), 
brought together a committee of members to explore the possibility of petitioning for a 
National Organic Research and Promotions Program (the legal entity for a mandatory check 
off program in the US). They devised a two-pronged approach: 1) In the short-term, they 
Would with the USDA to create an exemption that would allow certified organic producers and 
operators to opt out of conventional commodity levies; and 2) They would devise a public 
consultation process to develop one or more National Organic Research and Promotions 
Programs for the organic sector (M. Karlin, personal communication, 2016). 

A. Exemption from Commodity Fees 
As part of the overall strategy to create an organic check-off program, a clear first step was 
to first exempt organic operators from regulations mandating them to pay assessments 
(check-offs) to conventional commodity programs, thus allowing them to opt in or out. This first 
required the United States Department of Agriculture to change the Federal Agriculture 
Improvement and Reform Act of 1996 (FAIR Act) to allow for certain provisions for generic 
(cross-commodity) commodity promotion programs. This was first established in a section in the 
2002 Farm Bill that exempted persons who produced and marketed “100% organic” and who 
did not otherwise produce or market any other conventional or non-organic products. 
 
In the 2014 Farm Bill, a section was created that expanded the organic assessment 
exemption to apply to any agricultural commodity that is certified as “organic” (95% organic 
ingredients) or “100 percent organic” as defined by the National Organic Program, including 
products produced or marketed (and now, processed and imported) through split operations (i.e. 
operations with both organic and non-organic products). The amendment led 
to the final stage, which was a proposal to the Agricultural Marketing Service (the US 
Equivalent of the Farm Products Council of Canada) to create exemptions to the definition of 
products in 23 Federal marketing orders (similar to marketing boards) and 22 national research 
and promotion programs. 
 
The proposed rule was published on the Federal Registry on December 16th, 2014 for 
public comment for a period of 30 days. The comment period was extended at the request 
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of 14 commodity board commenters by one month. The USDA received 731 comments, 550 
that were in favour, 10 opposed and 33 that did not state a position. Two of the opposing 
comments were concerns expressed by marketing boards that the exemption would impact their 
ability to fund operational costs in the future. The final rule passed on Dec 31st of 2015 and 
came into effect February 29, 2016. Applicants seeking an exemption must now request and fill 
in an application annually to their respective commodity boards. Proposals to have applications 
for exemption be perpetual (i.e. not require an annual application process) and to be tied to 
NOP certifying body databases for verification were denied. The exemption is estimated to allow 
for up to $13.6 million annually to be freed up for organic stakeholders to reinvest in the organic 
Sector.  It also expands the exemption to cover all “organic” (e.g. 95% organic ingredients) and 
“100 percent organic” products, including those that are produced, handled, marketed, 
processed or imported, that are  certified under the National Organic Program.  The ruling 
allows for an exemption of these products from being assessed (check-off) even if the business 
is a split operation, dealing with conventional products as well (T. Young, personal 
communication, 2016).  

B. Consulting for a National Research and Promotions Order Process 
In 2011, OTA formed the first steering committee to explore the interest in creating a 
national organic check-off process. Early in the process, stakeholders suggested that the 
OTA use the process employed by the National Organic Coalition to create the National 
Organic Action Plan. As such, the committee reached out to over 17,000 organic operators 
throughout the process. In 2012 - 2013, the OTA held 20 town halls across the 
country and six national webinars. After hosting these consultations, the Steering 
Committee identified options for a framework to establish a National organic research 
and promotions order (check-off). In March of 2014, a direct mailing was sent to 17,000 
operators with information on the developing framework and over 1004 phone surveys 
were conducted. Finally, a second round of direct mailings to 11,000 operators were sent 
and another 1,124 phone surveys conducted in August of 2014. In addition, meetings were 
held with the National Organic Coalition and the National Farmers’ Union in September to 
discuss the process and framework. 

C. GRO Organic Program 
In May 2015, the final version of the proposal for a Generic Research and Promotion Order 
for Organic (or GRO Organic) was submitted in an official proposal to the USDA for review. If it 
passes, the GRO Organic program is estimated to raise $30 million annually to address 
common organic sector challenges such as domestic supply shortages, viable pest 
management options, and market confusion. The funds will be allocated 25% to research (pest 
management and agronomic issues), 25% to promotion, 25% to information (consumer 
education, information and programs to enhance the image of the organic industry, technical 
services for farmers and support of transition to organic production), and 25% for discretionary 
funds. A cap of 15% allocation to administration of funds is included in the regulation as well. 
The GRO organic fund can not be used for advocacy purposes, can not be defamatory against 
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other agricultural products and will be administered as a separate entity to existing organic 
organizations.  
 
The initial GRO Organic proposal outlined a value chain approach requiring an assessment 
(fee) from producers, handlers and importers with annual gross organic revenues in excess of 
$250,000 at one tenth of one percent (0.1%) of net organic sales. The proposal stated that “Net 
organic sales means total gross sales in organic products minus the cost of certified organic 
ingredients, feed, and inputs used in the production of organic products.” Eligible producers also 
had the option of being assessed at 0.1% of “Producer Net Profit,” defined as “organic producer 
income received from organic products less the associated production expenses excluding fixed 
non-cash costs.” Also, businesses with annual gross organic revenues below the $250,000 
threshold may choose to contribute to the program voluntarily and thus receive all the 
governance rights and responsibilities of membership. In the case where an organic handler is 
also a producer, their combined gross organic revenues count toward the threshold. The GRO 
Organic board also accepts exemption requests for dual-covered entities, producers who pay 
into both GRO organic and conventional marketing order. 
 
Since the initial proposal was submitted to the USDA, the Agricultural Marketing Service (AMS) 
has developed and posted a proposed rule for referendum.  The proposed rule changed the fee 
for importers slightly to be based on transaction value as opposed to organic net sales.  The 
proposed rule is now undergoing a sector referendum (T. Young, personal communication, 
2017).  

D. Alternative Approaches 
Through extensive consultation and deliberation, the GRO Organic core committee 
considered many approaches to creating a check-off program. Below are some of the 
alternatives that were considered but declined in the process. 

● Voluntary trade association promotion program: does not mandate assessments 
(check-offs) and would otherwise be too costly to run; 

● Federal marketing order or agreement: limited by the law to a particular commodity 
rather than a set of production practices; could not include importers and all processors 

● Individual organic commodity programs: the task of creating the large number of organic 
commodity programs was too onerous, expensive and time-consuming. Organic 
value-chains share similar challenges and can pool fees for a greater impact. 

● Mandatory check-off for all producers even small : Some farmers’ groups advocated that 
all producers selling certified organic products, regardless of how small, should be 
mandated to pay a check-off fee. Different exemption thresholds were also considered 
(e.g. 100,000 gross sales), but ultimately the $250,000 gross sales floor was adopted. 

● Board seats by category of production rather than region: the legislative framework 
requires that the board reflect the geographic distribution of producers. However, the 
proposal encourages the consideration of sectoral diversity in the selection of board 
members. 
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● More board seats dedicated to producers: because the program takes a value chain 
approach, the number of seats allocated to producers is limited. However, 
acknowledging the importance of producer representation, the proposal requires 50% of 
board seats to go to producers even though only 20% of the funds are estimated to 
come from them. 

● All producers vote: a suggestion was made that all organic producers have a vote in 
board representation, whether contributing to the program or not. However, the law 
indicates that only assessed entities (contributing members) may vote on board 
members. 

Lessons Learned in Ontario 

Meetings with Marketing Boards and Associations 
According to former OCO Executive Director, Jodi Koberinski, an initial attempt to solicit a 
portion of the levy funds provided to conventional marketing boards and associations was 
initiated in 2011 with then Board Chair, Matt LeBeaux. No specific percentage or system was 
described but instead a $5000 to $10,000 transfer from commodity boards was suggested. 
OCO sent formal letters to commodity boards and met with Ontario Pork, the Ontario Fruit and 
Vegetable Growers Association, the Egg Farmers of Ontario, the Dairy Farmers of Ontario, the 
Ontario Federation of Agriculture, the Grain Farmers of Ontario, staff from the Beef Farmers of 
Ontario, and the Apple Growers of Ontario. 
 
Many of the groups were concerned about organic product marketing.  They were concerned 
that organic marketing would by its very nature, negatively impact conventional product 
marketing.  Aside from that, boards felt they were already serving the needs of their members 
and that organic producers were too small a percentage of their membership to address their 
needs. Other comments suggested that a request would have more merit if it came from a vocal 
group of producer-members from within their association. Koberinski also commented that they 
had the most success with the Egg Board, but needed more time to negotiate a commitment of 
funds (J. Koberinski, personal communication, 2016). 
 

Pilot Project: Voluntary Production Contribution Program 
While a long term mandatory check-off program for the organic sector may be the preferred 
option for stable funding, OCO has been piloting a “voluntary” production contribution program 
in the meantime to books its operational funding and capacity.  

A. Case Study of Sector Leader: Homestead Organics 
Since January of 2014, the Organic Council of Ontario has been calling upon sector leaders to 
implement a voluntary production contribution program. Tom Manley of Homestead Organics, 
an organic grain marketing company, has taken a leadership role in designing and implementing 
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a voluntary contribution program similar to the mandatory organic levy introduced by organic 
grain growers in Quebec. In 2015, Tom was also able to bring on board several other grain 
processing and marketing companies to employ similar strategies with their producers and 
customers, generating a total of over $15,000.00 in revenues for the Organic Council of Ontario. 
 
The voluntary production contribution program (voluntary check-off) is a short term approach to 
generating funds for the sector. The program is outlined in full in a document called “Production 
Contribution Program May 2015” but essentially combines the value chain approach proposed 
in the US with the additional commodity fee approach employed in Quebec. “Collectors” are the 
first buyers of the product who are able to write the production contribution into purchasing 
agreements with producers and to solicit contribution from customers. In the case of Homestead 
Organics, producers pay 0.50/tonne of grain sold, Homestead matches that amount, and 
customer are asked to contribute $1.00/tonne. The collector keeps a tally through accounting 
software or a simple spreadsheet of contributions and remits them at least quarterly to OCO. 
Collectors are also requested to send a report in December of each year with names and 
business contact information of contributing producers and collectors. Individual business 
financials are not shared. Producers and customers from outside of the province are included in 
the program and their contributions are remitted to the organic organizations in their given 
provinces if one exists. Customers from outside of the country contribute to the 
Ontario program. Initially, this program existed in addition to OCO membership, but recently 
changes to membership allow for participants in the program to receive OCO membership 
benefits. 

B. Other Production Contribution Lessons 
Several other organic operators implemented a voluntary production contribution program 
through their business. Pfenning’s Organic Vegetables, for example, collects 0.05% off invoices 
paid to producers, matches that amount themselves, and adds 0.1% on invoices to customers. 
Through their outreach, Pfenning’s received little to no negative feedback from producers, but 
did receive some pushback from customers. Pfenning’s was committed to taking a whole value 
chain approach and not forcing the producers to carry the financial burden of the sector.  
 
Finally, Field Farms Marketing took a slightly different approach from Homestead Organics. 
Instead of collecting $0.50/tonne on all types of grain, FFM chose to use the conventional levy 
pricing which varies for each commodity. They also chose not to collect from producers but 
rather to pay for both the producer’s contribution and the matching processor’s contribution in 
order to avoid accounting complications and the potential for pushback from producers. They 
have also not solicited fees from customers. 

C. Expanding the Program 
OCO is now confident that this program could and should expand to other commodities 
and is seeking “Grow Ontario Organic Collectors” who might collect from various commodity 
value chains.  However, the “voluntary” approach is limited as the collection system varies from 
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business to business and puts leaders at a competitive disadvantage to both domestic and 
global competitors.  Furthermore, the “voluntary” nature of the program means that the success 
of the collection program relies on the success and financial stability of the participating 
businesses.  This results in less stable funding for the sector.  It is clear from the pilot program 
that the “voluntary” approach should be an interim solution as the sector moves towards a 
mandatory program.  

Regulatory Context in Ontario and Canada 
There are several pieces of legislation that govern the collection of fees and levies for the 
purposes of furthering the goals of the agri-food sector.  Below is a brief synopsis of these acts 
and how they pertain the creation of an industry funding strategy.  

Farm Products Marketing Act 

Marketing Boards 
The Farm Products Marketing Act is an enabling statute with a wide application.  It gives 
authority to the Farm Products Marketing Commission to oversee the regulation of and 
marketing of farm products.  It also allows the commission to delegate authorities to “local 
boards” (also known as marketing boards). In application, the Act allows for groups of producers 
and farm product businesses to collectively regulate the marketing of a product by charging a 
“licence fee” to all implicated businesses.  While marketing boards may have delegated 
authorities to regulate the production, marketing and processing of a product, they also have the 
authority to make regulations “to stimulate, increase and improve the marketing of farm products 
by such means as the marketing board considers proper.”  This often includes initiatives such 
as education, advocacy, advertising, training and research programs.  
 
The definition of “farm product” in this legislation means “animals, meats, eggs, poultry, wool, 
dairy products, grains, seeds, fruit, fruit products, vegetables, vegetable products, maple 
products, honey, tobacco, wood, or any class or part of any such product, and  articles of 
food or drink manufactured or derived in whole or in part from any such product…” 
(emphasis added).  The definition of marketing includes “advertising, assembling, buying, 
financing, offering for sale, packing, processing, selling, shipping, storing and transporting.” 
Given these definitions, a marketing board could conceivably regulate organic products as a 
class of product, including products that are sold along the value chain.  While retailers could be 
included under this definition, the Act requires that the license fee be deducted from the 
payment for a product and, as a general rule, fees are collected at the initial point of sale of the 
farm product. In some commodities, such as sheep, there may also be further payments by 
others in the marketing chain but there is no precedent for retailers collecting under this Act.  
 
The Act also contains specific authority for data collection.  
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Section 12 Associations 
Finally, the Farm Products Marketing Act also allows for the creation of “Section 12” 
associations.  “Section 12” associations are created for the purposes of “stimulating, increasing 
and improving of the producing or marketing locally within Ontario of the farm product by 
advertising, education, research or other means.”   These associations do not necessarily have 
the authority to regulate and may be created from an existing organization.  License fees may 
still be collected, but these associations are considered to be not-for-profit.  However, 
associations may rely on the Commission for regulatory authority in, for example, setting or 
changing license fees.  
 
The Beef Cattle Marketing Act and the Milk Act, which both predate the Farm Products 
Marketing Act, were created with the similar objects of regulation and marketing of specific farm 
products and authorize the collection of levy or licence fees.  

Farm Registration and Farm Organizations Funding Act 
The Farm Registration and Farm Organization Funding Act is an act that enables the funding of 
Accredited Farm Organizations.  The Act requires that every farm business with $7000.00 or 
more in gross revenue register with the Ministry.  Registration requires an associated payment 
of $195.00 (increasing to $225.00 in 2018) per farm business and each business may allocate 
this payment to the Accredited Farm Organization of their choice.  If requested within 90 days, 
the farm business may have their registration fee refunded.  An Accredited Farm Organizations 
must have at least 250 registered farm business supporters and twelve local chapters with at 
least ten farm businesses represented at each chapter.  Ten percent of the organization’s gross 
revenues are allocated to these chapters.  The purpose of Accredited Farm Organizations is to 
“represent persons carrying on all types of farming businesses and it is willing to represent a 
farming business no matter what types of crops, livestock, poultry or other agricultural products 
may be produced by the farming business.”  They are also meant to provide education or 
training in agricultural matters and provide “advice and analysis to governments, administrative 
tribunals or advisory bodies concerning agricultural issues and the development of programs or 
policies that are of interest to persons carrying on farming businesses.” In other words, they are 
meant to advocate on behalf of farmers.  
 
The Act also requires that special funding be allocated to a francophone AFO from the existing 
AFOs.  Currently, the Union des Cultivateurs Franco-Ontariens (UCFO) receives 1.5 percent of 
all AFO fees.  The three Accredited Farm Organizations in Ontario are the Ontario Federation of 
Agriculture (OFA), the Christian Farmers Federation of Ontario (CFFO), the National Farmers 
Union of Ontario (NFUO).  
 
Farm Registration payments and allocations to AFOs are administered by a public agency 
called Agricorp, which charges approximately 4.5% of all fees for the purpose of administration.  
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Farm Products Containers Act 
The Farm Products Containers Act is another piece of legislation that authorizes the creation of 
a mandatory fee for industry associations. Regulation 372 under the Act names the Ontario Fruit 
and Vegetable Association as an association that receives licence fees from producers of fruits 
and vegetables, where “producer” includes “a person engaged in the handling, packing, 
processing, shipping, transporting, purchasing or selling of fruit or vegetables.”  The regulation 
specifies that producers must pay 1.5 percent of the net invoice price of all containers that the 
producer purchased in Ontario on a monthly basis.  The regulation also specifies the types of 
containers that it does not apply to and interest payments should container sellers fail to pay 
licence fees in a timely way.  
 
Neither the Ontario Fruit and Vegetables Association nor container providers currently track 
contributions from organic producers.  One large organic producer in Ontario estimates they 
contribute an estimated $4250.42 annually through this program.  

Other Acts to Consider 

Ministry of Agriculture, Food and Rural Affairs Act 1990  
This act gives the Minister authority to “issue written directives to the Ontario Farm Products 
Marketing Commission establishing objectives to be achieved by the Commission in relation to 
administrative and policy matters..” This includes directives relating to the regulation and 
marketing of farm products, the conduct and powers of local boards and their relationship to the 
Commission, and the conduct and affairs of the Commission.  However, these directives must 
be general in application.  
 
This means that while the Minister does not have jurisdiction over the daily operations of 
marketing boards, they can influence how the Commission and boards operate.  

Vintners Quality Alliance Act, 1999 
This purpose of this Act is to ”..establish and maintain an appellation of origin system for 
Vintners Quality Alliance wine that will allow consumers to identify such wines on the basis of 
the areas where the grapes are grown and the methods used in making the wine.”  The Act 
allows for the creation of a wine authority to administer the regulations and to collect fees for the 
purposes of accomplishing its objects.  The Minister must approve fees.  This Act might be an 
example that the Ontario organic sector could replicate to some degree.  
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National Acts and Regulations to Consider 

Organic Products Regulations under the Canada Agricultural Products Act 
The Organic Products Regulation set out under the Canada Agricultural Products Act define the 
roles and regulations for the certification of organic products.  Under the regulation, the Canada 
Food Inspections Agency (CFIA) designates Conformity Verification Bodies designated to 
assess, recommend for accreditation and subsequently monitor certification bodies. 
Accredited certification bodies are responsible for the organic certification of agricultural 
products and organic product packaging and labelling certification.  Oversight of 
certification bodies and the collection of accreditation fees are thus under federal 
jurisdiction via Certification Verification Bodies (CVBs).  CARTV and COABC, which 
collect accreditation fees within Quebec and BC are both designated as Certification 
Verification Bodies.  The third designated accreditor, International Organic Accreditation 
Service (IOAS), does not.  It is unclear, according to these regulations, whether or not the 
CFIA has the authority to compel the collection of accreditation fees on behalf of the sector as 
most authorities are designated to the private Certification Verification Bodies.  Since the 
organic products regulations fall under the Canada Agricultural Products Act, these regulations 
do not apply to the trade of organic products within provinces.  If a national funding mechanism 
based on accreditation fees were to be created, amendments to this Act would likely be 
required.  
 

Agricultural Products Marketing Act and Farm Products Agencies Act 
At a national level, most agricultural commodity groups are funded either as a marketing agency 
(applies to supply managed commodities and often regulated by the Agricultural Products 
Marketing Act) or a Promotion and Research Agency (regulated by the Farm Products Agencies 
Act).  Both agencies can collect levies from producers or other businesses related to a 
commodity.  Both Acts also allow for the collection of levies on inter-provincial trade and 
imports. However, in the case of marketing boards, there must first be a provincial marketing 
board in place before a national board is created.  PRAs are much more flexible, allowing for the 
creation of national and/or regional PRAs and for agencies with broader objects than marketing 
boards such as the expansion of markets through generic advertising and promotional 
programs; investments in research; improvements in production processes, product quality and 
consumer education; and the development of new products. While the Farm Products Agencies 
Act is meant to specifically cover inter-provincial and import trade levies, it can include 
intra-provincial trade with an agreement between the federal and provincial governments 
(Section 31).  However, in the case that a PRA wishes to impose levies on importers, the import 
levy must be equal to the lowest levy imposed on producers (whether intraprovincial or 
interprovincial).  
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“Specifically, the amount of the levy collected on imports cannot exceed the sum of the 
intraprovincial levy and the interprovincial levy. Although the levy imposed on 
interprovincial trade should be consistent throughout the country, levies on 
intra-provincial trade can vary by province. With different intraprovincial levies, the 
national treatment levy is that of the province with the lowest sum of intra-provincial and 
interprovincial levies. This levy can legally be applied on all imported forms of the farm 
products covered by the PRA.” 

-PRA Guidelines, 2017- 
 
A majority of producers and importers must be in favour of creating the PRA for it to be 
established and the governance structure should represent them in accordance with the sector 
make-up.  

Table 1: Summary of Relevant Acts and Regulations 

Organization 
or Fee Type 

Regulatory 
Framework 

Purpose Key Characteristics 

General Farm 
Organizations 

  

Farm 
Registration 
and Farm 

Organization
s Funding 
Act, 1993 

  

Provides education or training in 
agricultural matters; Provides 

advice and analysis to 
governments , administrative 
tribunals or advisory bodies 

concerning agricultural issues 
and the development of 

programs or policies that are of 
interest to persons carrying on 
farming businesses. O. Reg. 

50/14, s. 5 (1). 

· Purpose to represent 
all types of 
crops/livestock etc. 

· Min. 250 registered 
farm businesses 

· Min. 12 local branches 
with min. 10 members 
each (contributes funds 
to local branches) 

· Clear refund policy 

Marketing 
Boards 

Farm 
Products 
Marketing 

Act;  Milk Act 

Stimulate, increase and 
improve the production or 

marketing of identified farm 
products ; provide for the 

control and regulation of the 
producing and marketing within 

Ontario of identified farm 
products; and under the Milk 

Act, control the quality of dairy 
products. 

·   Represents producers 
of one or more 
specific farm product 
or a ny class or part of 
any such produc t; 

·    Producer elected, 
controlled, and 
financed; 

·    Granted authority to 
regulate the production 
and/or marketing of the 
relevant farm product 
including setting a 
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mandatory licence 
fee. 

Section 12 
Associations 

Farm 
Products 

Marketing Act 

Stimulating, increasing and 
improving of the producing or 

marketing locally within Ontario 
of the farm product by 

advertising, education, 
research or other means 

·   Allows for licence fees 
to be allocated to an 
existing  not-for-profit 
Association.   

·   The Commission can 
create regulations to 
mandate levies, but 
this in not under the 
authority of the 
Association 

Ontario Fruit 
and Vegetable 

Growers 
Association 

Farm 
Products 

Containers 
Act 

Advocate on behalf of fruit and 
vegetable farmers of Ontario in 
partnership with our member 

associations. 

·   Containers Act is an 
additional regulation to 
marketing boards and 
associations 

·   OFVGA collects 1.5% 
of all regulated 
container purchases on 
fruits and vegetables. 
Includes such items as 
plastic bags.  

National 
Marketing 
Agencies  

Agricultural 
Products 

Marketing Act 

An Act to provide for the 
marketing of agricultural 

products in interprovincial and 
export trade 

·    Boards authorized to 
exercise powers of 
regulation within a 
province may be 
granted authority to 
regulate 
i nterprovincial and 
export trade and to set 
and collect levies. 

·   Must have provincial 
board in place first. 

Promotion and 
Research 
Agencies 

Farm 
Products 

Agencies Act 

 The expansion of markets 
through generic advertising 
and promotional programs; 
investments in research; 

improvements in production 
processes, product quality 
and consumer education; 

and the development of new 
products.  

·    Boards authorized to 
exercise powers of 
regulation within a 
province may be 
granted authority to 
regulate 
i nterprovincial and 
export trade and to set 
and collect levies. 
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Other Possibilities 
Regardless of the current regulatory context, new legislation could be created that would 
address the specific needs of the organic sector.  This situation would only be likely given 
considerable political will and pressure from the sector.  Within the context of an additional piece 
of legislation, any new fees would need to have a regulatory purpose and undergo the Eurig 
Rule analysis to ensure they are not an indirect tax.  The most likely scenario would be that new 
legislation would still have a regulatory purpose, and would require accreditation of certification 
bodies and associated fees.  Jurisdiction over accreditation within province may conflict with the 
Organic Products Regulations, unless some form of provincial program were created.  This type 
of legislation would allow for the possibility of certifying bodies to collect on behalf of the 
province and/or association.  

Consultation with the Sector 
From May 2016 to to March 2017, the Organic Council of Ontario conducted a Sector-Wide 
Assessment of the Ontario Organic sector.  The purpose of the project was to assess the 
barriers to growing the Ontario organic supply and to better understand what program supports 
would assist Ontario producers and handlers to overcome those barriers.  Five separate surveys 
were used to gather information from organic producers, non-organic producers, organic 
handlers, non-organic handlers and retailers of organic products.  The organic-focused surveys 
also solicited some initial feedback on organic operator attitudes towards a potential Ontario 
organic check-off as a way to raise funds to pay for potential program supports.  The following is 
a summary of the findings from that portion of the survey.  

Attitudes Towards an Organic Check-Off 
Check-off questions were divided into categories to explore various system characteristics. 
Each question allowed respondents to rank various options from First Choice to Fifth Choice 
and each included the option to choose “I object” or “I don’t know.”  Responses were weighted 
according to points (e.g. First Choice responses were multiplied by 5 and Fifth Choice 
responses were multiplied by 1).  If we look at the total respondents who “objected” vs. those 
who were open to some form of an organic check-off as their first choice, there is clear support 
for an organic check-off.  Among the approx. 81 organic producers and 10 handlers and 18 
retailers who responded to these questions, only 20% objected immediately and this percentage 
decreased over the course of the survey questions to 14%.  Near the end of the survey, 
respondents were asked if they would endorse a check-off proposal and only 8% stated they 
would not endorse a proposal.  The majority of participants (80%) responded that it would 
depend on the proposal, with 30% choosing yes to endorsing if the proposal met their criteria, 
and 12% stating they would endorse a proposal.  
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Figure 2: Endorsement for an Ontario Organic Check-off 

 
If an organic marketing board is proposed, at least 15% endorsement is required to support a 
proposal.  According to Canada Organic Trade Association data, a 15% endorsement from both 
producers and processors would equal  118 producers and 56 handlers  if the proposal 
included handlers in the levy system.  With 85 potential endorsements from survey respondents, 
there is a foundation of support for the development of a check-off proposal.   

Marketing Board Membership and Levies Paid 
Given that many of the survey questions regarding an organic check-off offered the possibility of 
diverting organic producer levies from commodity marketing boards, it was important to assess 
how many survey respondents actually paid marketing board fees.  
 
In one question, survey respondents were asked to identify whether or not they a) were a 
member of, and b) paid levies into any of the marketing boards listed on the Farm Products 
Marketing Commission site.  Responses indicated that only 23.6% were members of marketing 
boards, while 25.8% paid marketing board fees.  Compared to non-organic producer 
respondents (membership and fees were both 68%), the percentage of organic producers 
paying levies is low.  It is possible that some organic producers are unaware of payments they 
make and do not identify as members, but it is still likely that there is a lower overall number of 
organic producers who pay marketing board levies.  
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Figure 3: Organic vs. Non-organic Producer Engagement in Marketing Boards  

 
However, in another survey question, participants were asked if they paid marketing board fees 
(including container fees), 34.6% said they did.  This higher percentage likely accounts for a 
greater number of respondents contributing to container fees.  

Figure 4: Organic Producers that Pay Marketing Board and Container Fees 
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Attitudes Towards Fee Diversion 
Attitudes towards whether or not an additional organic levy should be applied or whether a 
portion of marketing board fees should be diverted to the organic sector favoured diversion. In 
particular, the majority of respondents indicated a preference that all marketing board levies 
collected by organic operators be diverted to an organic organization over simply a portion.  
 

Figure 5: Attitudes Towards Fee Diversion 

    
*Preference shown in points (# of responses multiplied by points according to ranking).  
Total respondents: 82 producers, 9 handlers  
 
When asked what portion of fees should be diverted from marketing board fees, results were 
mixed.  A majority of respondents did not know what their preference would be.  Producers 
continued to show preference for 100% of marketing fees to be diverted towards organic, but 
the second preference for diversion was for 50% to be diverted to organic.  Respondents who 
chose “Other” typically did not pay marketing fees and therefore wished to opt out of answering. 
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Figure 6: Preferences for Proportion of Fees Diverted 

   

Attitudes Towards Fee Structure 
Based on focus group discussions, the legal context and examples from other jurisdictions, a list 
of options for potential check-off systems were proposed and rated by survey respondents.  The 
result was again a preference for marketing board fee diversion, but there was significant 
interest in various structures with a slightly lower preference for an additional fee applied to 
certification.  
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Figure 7: Preferences for Organic Levy Fee Basis 

 

Attitudes Towards Collection 
When asked who should collect an organic levy, organic producers continued to show a 
preference for marketing boards administering collections or an organic marketing board 
collecting directly.  Processors showed a preference for certification bodies to collect.  In 
general, collection from organic first buyers was ranked the lowest by survey participants.  
 
Figure 8: Preferences for Organic Levy Collection 
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Attitudes Towards Value Chain Participation 
The majority of participants agreed that other value chain stakeholders besides producers 
should pay into an organic check-off, while some were unsure.  A minority of producers and 
handlers indicated that the other group  should pay and a very few producers felt that only 
producers should pay.  
 

Figure 9: Perceptions on Handler Inclusion 

 

Attitudes Towards Exemption 
The majority of respondents felt there should be an exemption for small-scale businesses 
similar to in the GRO Organic proposal, in which operators with less than  $250,000 gross sales 
are not required to participate.  Among those that responded otherwise, a lower or no exemption 
rate were preferred over a higher rate.  More processors were in favour of a higher rate than 
producers.  
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Figure 10: Exemption for Small Scale Businesses 

 

Attitudes Towards Uncovered Commodities 
Many agricultural products, such as berries, vegetables, garlic etc. are not covered by a 
marketing board regulation and thus are not required to pay a licence fee.  When asked if 
organic producers that were not already covered by another marketing board should pay into an 
organic check-off, a large number of participants responded yes. Ranked second was the option 
to provide uncovered producers with the possibility of opting in.  
 
 
Figure 11: Attitudes Towards Including Uncovered Commodities in an Organic Levy 
Program 
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Estimating Revenues 
In order to assess the feasibility of an Ontario organic fee system, an estimate of potential 
revenues must be taken into account.  

Revenue Baseline 
While the total budget required to help grow the Ontario organic sector is potentially limitless, 
there are already a number of non-profit organization in Ontario that are involved in providing 
services to the Ontario Organic sector.  Ecological Farmers Association of Ontario provides 
training, education and farmer-to-farmer research mostly focused on “ecological” practices, 
many of which are organic by nature.  The Canadian Organic Growers also provide many 
training resources to organic producers including organic transition training.  The Canada 
Organic Trade Association is focused on advocating to the federal government on behalf of 
organic businesses and negotiating equivalency agreements with other countries.  The National 
Farmers’ Union is an accredited farm organization that often advocates for policies that align 
with organic interests.  And finally, the Organic Council of Ontario is the voice for organics in 
Ontario and focuses on advocacy at the provincial level. 

Table 2: Estimation of Current Organizational Budget Dedicated to Ontario Organic 

 
Annual 
Budget 

% Ontario 
Organic* 

Fundraising 
Costs** 

Total Ontario 
Organic Budget 

Organic Council of Ontario $160,000 100% 20% $128,000 

Ecological Farmers Association of 
Ontario $400,000 90% 20% $288,000 

Canadian Organic Growers $500,000 40% 20% $160,000 

Local Organic Food Cooperatives 
Network $250,000 20% 20% $40,000 

National Farmers Union Ontario $312,000 20%  $62,400 

Canada Organic Trade Association $848,426 30% 20% $203,622 

    $882,022 
*Percentages are rough estimates based on the mandates and scope of the organizations.  
** Fundraising and member recruitment costs are likely greater than 20% but underestimated to provide a 
conservative estimate of baseline. 
 
 
The budgets of these organizations focused on the Ontario organic industry combined make up 
approx. $1 million in revenue. If a new method of generating revenue for the Ontario organic 
industry were to be created, it would not necessarily replace all or any of the functions of these 
organizations.  Furthermore, sector funding that is unallocated can be used to leverage greater 
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funds for projects through government funding programs such as Growing Forward 2.  However, 
given the total budget amounts, and the likelihood that some organizational revenues would be 
lost as a result of a levy system, a target baseline of at least $1 million would be appropriate. 

Scenario #1: Marketing Board (Production-Based) Fee 
In Ontario, many producers must pay a levy to a marketing board based on the agricultural 
products they sell.  The collection of the levies and the amounts vary from product to product 
but most are based on a volume of product sold.  Below is a chart of the levy list from 2004 
provided by the Farm Products Marketing Commission and discovered through various 
interviews with organic producers.  Often levy amounts were not published on marketing board 
websites.  
 
Marketing Board/Association/ Check-Off/Membership Fees 

Chicken Farmers of Ontario 
$1.60 per 100 kilograms, live weight, of chicken marketed; new 
programs license fees .29/bird 

Dairy Farmers of Ontario 

Producer License $2.195 for each hectolitre, or fraction thereof 
of all milk marketed by the producer.; Producer Levy 0.6 cents 
for each hectolitre of milk marketed by the producer. 

Grape Growers of Ontario* 5.50/tonne base plus 7% negotiated price* 

Grain Farmers of Ontario 
Barley 1.30/mT; Corn 0.44/mT; Mixed Oats/Barley 1.65/mT; 
Soybeans 1.41/mT; Wheat 0.85/mT 

Ontario Apple Growers fee based on acreage above 10 acres 

Asparagus Farmers of Ontario $40/acre* 

Ontario Bean Growers $6.61/tonne (2000 lbs) or 30 c/cwt (dry weight) 

Ontario Broiler Hatching Egg and Chick 
Commission .45/chick or 3.75/pullet 

Egg Farmers of Ontario 29.25 cents + HST per dozen 

Ontario Flue-Cured Tobacco* 4.0c/lb* 

Ontario Greenhouse Vegetable Growers 
2.51¢ per square foot of greenhouse area plus HST; $1000.00 
per year per marketer 

Ontario Pork Producers 2.31/hog 

Ontario Potato Board* 8c/cwt* 

Ontario Processing Vegetables Varied, See schedule in regulation 

Seed Corn Growers* $4/acre* 
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Ontario Sheep Marketing Agency 

Licence Fees payable per sheep: Commencing on December 
1, 2010 - $1.80 per sheep plus applicable tax; 
Commencing on December 1, 2010 – 1.5 % of the gross sale 
price of the wool plus applicable tax. 

Ontario Tender Fruit Growers 

Fresh Grapes $17/ton*; Peaches $10/ton (proc), $79/ton 
(fresh); Nectarines $30/ton; Plums $30/ton avg; Pears $27/ton; 
Cherries (proc) $10/ton; Sour Cherries $20/ton 

Ontario Tomato Seedling Growers No fee available 

Turkey Farmers of Ontario* 1.60c per kg live weight* 

Veal Farmers of Ontario No fee available 

 
Organic acreage data from 2012 was used to estimate potential product yields and extrapolate 
licence fees to existing marketing boards by organic producers.  However, a lack of specific 
data on certain products in the organic sector made it difficult to estimate with any accuracy. 
For example, greenhouse production was not segregated out from other vegetable production, 
nor were there any statistics on processed vegetable production.  Given that there is no data on 
per farm production amounts, there is also no ability to estimate how much of organic 
production fell beneath exemption amounts for each marketing board.  Table 3 illustrates the 
potential revenue generated from marketing board levies charged to organi c producers.  The 
below table also estimates how much could be generated if 50% of levies were diverted to an 
organic marketing board.  
 

Table 3: Estimates of Organic Sector Contributions to Marketing Board Licence Fees 

Category 
Marketing Board or 

Association Fee 

Revenue 
Generated by 

Organic Sector 
50% of Fee 

 
Potential 
Revenue 

Grain 0.44-1.65/mT $85,000.00 $0.50/mT $42,500.00 

Dairy 2.695/hL $703,441.00 $1.5/hl $351,720.50 

Chicken 1.60/100kg $48,410.00 $0.8/100kg $24,205.00 

Eggs 0.2925/dozen $182,571.00 $0.15/dozen $91,285.50 

Wine Grapes* $5.5/tonne + 7% $4,191.00 $2.75/tonne $2,095.50 

Beef $4/head $9,492.00 $2/head $4,746.00 

Pork $2.31/hog $32,656.00 $1.16/hog $16,328.00 

Turkey $1.60/100kg $1,963.00 $0.8/100kg $981.50 

Total  $1,067,724.00  $533,862.00 

 
These estimates exclude marketing board contributions that are too difficult to estimate.  They 
also exclude container fees that are levied on regulated containers for Ontario fresh vegetables 

33 



making this a conservative estimate.  However, only 30% of organic survey respondents 
indicated that they paid marketing board levies.  Given the lack of accuracy in estimates, a 
conservative estimate of 50% of levies will be used for the purposes of this report.  

Scenario #2: Point of Sale (Retail-based) Fee  
Since the purpose of an organic levy would be, in part, to build domestic supply and because 
increased supply would benefit the whole value chain including retailers, some proponents 
propose a retail-based levy as one way to capture the value created throughout the organic 
value chain and as one way to avoid “double taxing.”   In this scenario, revenues would be 
based on total retail sales at the grocery store, retail, coop and farmers’ market.  
 
According to the Canada Organic Trade Association (COTA), Canadian Organic retail sales 
were estimated at $4.7 billion for organic food, alcohol and beverage in 2015.  Using the Ontario 
proportion of sales from COTA’s 2012 retail sales data ($968.4 million of $2.8 billion sales in 
Canada), a reasonable estimate of Ontario retail sales for 2015 is $1.4 - $1.6 billion.  
 
At 0.1% of retail sales, a minimum total of $1.4 million could be generated for organic support 
programs.  
 

Table 4:  Possible Revenue Generation from Ontario Organic Retail Sales 

Retail Sales 0.05% 0.10% 0.20% 0.50% 

$1,400,000,000 $700,000 $1,400,000 $2,800,000 $7,000,000 

$1,500,000,000 $750,000 $1,500,000 $3,000,000 $7,500,000 

$1,600,000,000 $800,000 $1,600,000 $3,200,000 $8,000,000 

 
According to COTA data, the sale of organic food, alcohol and beverages in Canada increased 
from $ 2978.6 million to $4.7 billion between 2012 to 2015, a growth rate of approx. 57.8% over 
three years.  If we assume a similar growth rate over the next 6 years, the estimated retail sales 
will continue to increase, impacting the potential organic levy revenues.  

Table 5: Possible Revenue Projections from Organic Retail Levy 

 2012 2015 2018 2021 

Ontario Organic Retail 
Sales (Food and beverage) $968,400,000 $1,528,000,000 $2,411,031,200 $3,804,366,130 

Potential Levy Revenue at 
0.1% of sales $968,400 $1,528,000 $2,411,031 $3,804,366 

Potential Levy Revenue at 
0.05% of sales $484,200 $764,000 $1,205,516 $1,902,183 
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Under this scenario, levies would be collected on all products including imports and products 
with imported ingredients.  In the current legislative context, this would only be allowed at the 
national level under a Promotion and Research Agency.  However, there is no precedent for a 
PRA levy based at the retail point of sale and this may require further investigation to ascertain 
feasibility.  

Scenario #3 Net Organic Sales (Percentage of Profit) Fee  
In the proposal for a Promotions and Research Order put forward by the Organic Trade 
Association to the USDA, “assessments” or levies are based on net organic sales for producers, 
handlers and importers.  Net organic sales are defined as follows.  
 

Producers net organic sales = gross organic sales - organic input and 
ingredient costs 

Organic Processors (95% 
organic content) 

net organic sales = gross organic sales - organic/non-organic 
(< 5%) ingredient costs for organic products 

Made-With-Organic 
Processors (70% organic 
content) 

net organic sales = value of organic portion of gross sales - 
organic ingredient costs 

 
This system is designed to capture only the net value-add of organic products throughout the 
value chain.  In this way, it is not “double taxing” any product.  
 
Because a provincial levy program would not legally be permitted to impose a levy on imports, 
import gross sales have not been taken into account in these estimates.  
 
According to the Agricultural Marketing Service’s proposed rule , the Organic Trade Association 
estimated the value of gross sales of producers, handlers and importers from in the US by 
assuming a 40% markup applied at the handler level.   Because they were unable to calculate 1

ingredient costs, this mark-up was used as a conservative measure of net sales.   The OTA then 
used data from previous studies to estimate the revenues that would be collected assuming 
various proposed exemption rates.  
 
In Ontario, there is a lack of organic sales data.  For the purposes of assessing the potential 
revenue of a net organic sales levy in Ontario, several sources of data were consulted.  In 2012, 
a survey of organic producers and handlers was commissioned by the Organic Council of 
Ontario to be executed by Informa Market research.  The study interviewed and surveyed 134 

1 Retail sales information was collected by the Nutrition Business Journal on behalf of OTA in 2014 
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participants organic businesses from across the value chain and their reported gross sales. 
Based on this study, the percentage of producers and handlers with gross sales in various 
categories are as shown in table 6. 

 

Table 6: Organic Survey Participants By Gross Annual Sales  

Gross Annual Sales (Informa 2012) Producer % Based 
on Study (85) 

Handler % Based on 
Study (35) 

Less than $20,000 6 3 

$20,000 - $49,999 19 - 

$50,000 - $99,999 25 3 

$100,000 – 249,999 15 17 

$250,000 - $499,999 9 9 

$500,000 - $999,999 11 14 

$1 million - $4,999,999 11 11 

$5 million – $9,999,999 - 17 

$10 million or more 2 20 

Prefer not to answer 2 6 

Mean Gross Sales $343,200 $2,015,600 

 
Applying these percentages to the most recent estimates of certified organic producers and 
handlers in Ontario (COTA 2015), the following total gross sales are estimated in each category.  

Table 7: Projections of Organic Gross Sales in Ontario Based on Informa Sample  

Gross Annual Sales  Number of 
Producers 

Total Producer Gross 
Sales (Minimum) 

Number of 
Handlers 

Total Handler Gross 
Sales (Minimum) 

Less than $20,000 46 $231,000 11 $56,250 

$20,000 - $49,999 146 $2,926,000 0 $0 

$50,000 - $99,999 193 $9,625,000 11 $562,500 

$100,000 – 249,999 116 $11,550,000 64 $6,375,000 

$250,000 - $499,999 69 $17,325,000 34 $8,437,500 

$500,000 - $999,999 85 $42,350,000 53 $26,250,000 

$1 million - $4,999,999 85 $84,700,000 41 $41,250,000 

$5 million – $9,999,999  $0 64 $318,750,000 
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$10 million or more 15 $154,000,000 75 $750,000,000 

Prefer not to answer 15 $0 23 $0 

Total 770 $322,707,000 375 $1,151,681,250 

Average  $419,100  $3,071,150 

 
Using these revenue estimates, organic net sales were estimated based on a 40% markup at 
the handler level and estimating costs of inputs at roughly 30% of producers sales.   Examples 
of input costs compared to gross sales were estimated based on OMAFRA crop budgets for 
2017 (See Table 8).  

Table 8:  Examples of Organic Crop Budgets and Input Costs (OMAFRA 2017) 

 Winter Wheat Spelt Corn Soybeans Barley Oats 

Organic Input Costs 220.9 277.65 243.4 117.05 153.65 106.65 

Yield per Acre 
(tonnes) 1.26 0.9 2.67 0.83 1.2 0.96 

$/tonne 674 550 437 875 460 380 

Total Revenue/Acre 849.24 495 1166.79 726.25 552 364.8 

Net Organic Sales  628.34 217.35 923.39 609.2 398.35 258.15 

Input Costs as a % of 
Gross Sales 26.01% 56.09% 20.86% 16.12% 27.84% 29.24% 

0.1% of Net Sales 
per Acre 0.63 0.22 0.92 0.61 0.40 0.26 

  
The 40% markup was used by the Agricultural Marketing Service's proposed rule, based on a 
study referencing 20-40% markup at the processor and distributor level.  

Table 9: Estimates of Revenue Generated by 0.1% of Net Organic Sales with $100,000 
and $250,000 Gross Annual Sales Exemption 

Total Sales (2015) Gross Sales 
Organic Net 

Sales* 
0.1% Levy 
Revenue 

$100,000 
Exemption 

$250,000 
Exemption 

Handlers  $1,151,681,250 $691,008,750 $691,009 $690,390 $684,015 

Producers $322,707,000 $225,894,900 $225,895 $218,957 $210,520 
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Total   $916,904 $909,347 $894,535 

 
Based on COTA data, the number of certified organic producers in Ontario is growing at 3% per 
year.  Based on that rate of growth and using a similar assumption for handlers for a 
conservative estimate, the revenue that could be generated with a $100,000 exemption in 2018 
could be conservatively estimated to be $1,090,141. 
 

Table 10: Growth of Revenue Over Time for 0.1% Levy with $100,000 Exemption 

Year 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019 

Producers 770 793 896 923 951 

Processors 375 386 436 450 463 

Total Operators 1,145 1,179 1,333 1373 1414 

Total Revenue $909,347 $936,628 $1,058,389 $1,090,141 $1,122,845 

*Growth Rate conservatively estimated at 3% 

Scenario #4  Percentage of Certifying Fees 
Another suggested option for collecting an organic levy would be to mandate certifying bodies to 
collect a percentage of certification fees on behalf of the sector.  In BC and Quebec, certifying 
bodies (CBs) are accredited provincially and therefore pay a fee for accreditation.  In BC, fees 
are based on gross revenues for each certifier, but in Quebec certifying bodies pay a flat fee of 
$1500.00 plus 15.6% of all certification activities.  In order to determine the potential revenues 
that could be collected in Ontario, an estimate of total certification fees was required.  The total 
certification fees in Quebec were estimated based on gross revenues collected by CARTV in 
Quebec. The proportion of certified operations in each province were then used to estimate 
what the total certification fee revenues in Ontario would be.  
 

Table 11: Estimating Total Certification Fees in Quebec 

Quebec Certification Fee Estimates 

CAEQ Certification Revenues $300,000 

Total Revenue Minus $1500 per CB (6 
accredited) $291,000 

Total CB Fees Estimate (based on 15.3% fee 
used in previous years) $1,901,961 
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Table 12: Estimating Total Certification Fees and Potential Accreditation Revenues 
Based on Quebec 

 Quebec Ontario 

Producers 1220 770 

Processors/Handlers 703 375 

Total Certified Businesses 1923 1145 

Relative Proportion of Organic Businesses  62.68% 59.54% 

Estimated Total CB Fees Paid By Operators $1,901,961 $1,806,702 

15.3% of estimated CB fees $291,000 $276,425 

20% of estimated CB fees $380,392 $361,340 

Scenario #5: Percentage of Accredited Farm Organizations 
The potential of charging a percentage of Accredited Farm Organization (AFO) revenues was 
raised as one option for collecting an organic check-off.  Given, however, that the Farm 
Business Registration fee is a flat fee and not based on production, it unduly disadvantages 
organic in the amount of revenue raised and is unfair for smaller farms.  

Table 13: Estimating Organic Revenues from Farm Business Registration  

Accredited Farm Organization (AFO) 
Total 

Members 
Total FBR Fees 

($195) 2% of FBR Fees 

OFA 36,000 $7,020,000 $140,400 

CFFO 4000 $780,000 $15,600 

NFU-O 1600 $312,000 $6,240 

UCFO 2000*   

Total   $162,240 
 
In a recent survey conducted by the Organic Council of Ontario, each AFO solicited members to 
participate in a survey regarding barriers to growing the Ontario Organic sector.  Participation 
included both non-organic and organic producers.  The greatest percentage of organic 
producers were in the National Farmers Union, the AFO with the smallest revenue pool. The 
total amount of revenue raised is insignificant and would unduly harm the National Farmers 
Union (NFU) compared to the Ontario Federation of Agriculture (OFA) or the Christian Farmers 
Federation of Ontario (CFFO) if survey participation results are indicative of organic 
representation in each organization. The Union Des Cultivateurs Franco-Ontariens (UCFO) 
members are counted among the other AFOs and therefore were not included in this 
calculation.  
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Table 14: Proportion of Organic Members Among Accredited Farm Organizations  

 
Non-Organic 
Participants 

Organic 
Participants 

Total 
Participants 

% Organic 
Respondents  

OFA 204 58 262 22.14% 

CFFO 12 4 16 25.00% 

NFU-O 27 29 56 51.79% 

UCFO 1 2 3 66.67% 

 

Scenario #6: A Percentage of Marketing Board Fees 
One final scenario for collecting organic production fees would be to arrange for a percentage of 
revenues collected by other marketing boards to be redistributed to the organic sector.  This 
method makes several assumptions: 1) that organic producers are already contributing to 
marketing board fees in significant amounts, and 2) that regardless of contributions, marketing 
boards benefit from having general organic expertise available to assist their members in 
navigating transition and certification, and, finally, 3) that because the organic sector is an 
emerging sector and many conventional farmers will likely convert some of their production to 
organic in future years, that conventional farmers will benefit from organic supports as much as 
or more than organic producers.  Using this rationale, a direct correlation between revenues 
collected from organic producers and revenues redistributed to an organic organization is not 
required.  
 
In order to estimate the potential revenue using this method, the consultant referred to the latest 
Ontario production statistics prepared by the Ministry of Agriculture, Food and Rural Affairs and 
applied the known fee structures.  This is a conservative estimate as it does not include all 
marketing boards (e.g. apples not included) and fee structures are often based on 2004 levies.  
 

Table 15: Total Estimated Marketing Board Levies 

Crop Production 

Converted to Levy 
Units (fruit lbs to 

tons, greenhouse sq 
meter to sq feet, grain 
bu to tonnes, poultry 

tonnes to kg) 

Levy 
Fee/Unit 

Total Levy 
Revenue 

Cherries, Sour (2016 lbs) 12,890,000 6445 $20 $128,900 
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Total Grapes (2016 lbs) 159,236,000 79618 $17 $1,353,506 

Nectarines (2016 lbs) 6,464,000 3232 $30 $96,960 

Peaches (2016 lbs) 33,557,000 16778.5 $79 $1,325,502 

Pears (2016 lbs) 6,316,000 3158 $27 $85,266 

Plums and Prunes (2016 lbs) 3,818,000 1909 $30 $57,270 

Asparagus (2016 acres) 2,956  $40 $118,240 

Mushrooms (2015 sq foot harvested) 27,297,000  0.03 $818,910 

Potatoes (2016cwts) 6,602,500  0.08 $528,200 

Greenhouse Total Area (2016 sq m)  13,867,000 149263001.3 0.0251 $3,746,501 

Winter Wheat Production (2016 bu) 88,600,000 2411278.032 0.85 $2,049,586 

Spring Wheat Production (2016 bu) 4,800,000 130633.5728 0.85 $111,039 

Oats Production (2016 bu) 4,200,000 35470.8368 1.65 $58,527 

Barley Production (2016 bu) 6,000,000 130633.5728 1.3 $169,824 

Grain Corn Production (2016 bu) 317,000,000 8052225.157 0.44 $3,542,979 

Soybeans Production (2016 bu) 124,000,000 3374700.631 1.41 $4,758,328 

Dry White Beans(2016 cwt) 1,075,000 1,075,000 0.3 $322,500 

Coloured Beans (2016 cwt) 1,005,000 1,005,000 0.3 $301,500 

Fluid Milk (2015 kL) 877,830 8778300 2.195 $19,268,369 

Cream (2015 kL) 159,705 1597050 2.195 $3,505,525 

Total Beef Cattle (2017 head) 1,210,200  4 $4,840,800 

Total Pigs (July 2016) 3,197,700.00  2.31 $7,386,687 

Total Sheep and Lambs (2017) 249,900  $1.80 $449,820 

Chicken (2015 weight tonnes) 376,099,000 376,099,000 $1.60 $601,758,400 

Eggs Total Production (2015 dozen) 264,634,000  0.2925 $77,405,445 

Turkey (2013 kg) 74,608,000  0.016 $1,193,728 

Total    $735,382,310 

 
A conservative estimate of total marketing board revenues is therefore $735,382,310.  Given 
that 1.3% of agricultural acreage is organic and 2.2% of operators are, an estimate of 2% of 
marketing board fees was used to calculate a potential contribution from the organic sector of 
over $14 million.  However, 2% is based on acreage and operators, not production volume. 
Given that organic farms tend to leave some land in rotation and  have lower yields on average 
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than conventional (Census of Agriculture, 2016), even 1% is likely an over-estimation of organic 
production.  Also, given that estimates based on specific commodity production approximate 
organic revenues to be roughly $1 million in total, it is clear that many organic producers do not 
pay into marketing boards.  First, organic producers may have smaller operations than 
conventional on average even if operating revenues are higher (Census of Agriculture, 2016) 
and many may fall beneath typical marketing board exemption rates.  Secondly, a large 
segment of organic production is in fresh vegetable production for which there is no marketing 
board. Instead, the Ontario Fruit and Vegetable Growers Association collects container fees 
which rely on the use of regulated containers and for which there is less industry information 
available.  Finally, many organic producers market their products directly or through alternative 
value chains and thus avoid levy collection points.  However, as is demonstrated in Table 16, 
even at 0.1% of all commodity fees, there is potential for significant revenue using this method.  
 

Table 16: Organic Levy Estimates as a Percentage of Marketing Board Fees 

% of Total Commodity 
Levy Revenues 

Estimate  
Total Estimated 

Revenues 

2% $14,707,646 

1% $7,353,823 

0.50% $3,676,912 

0.20% $1,470,765 

0.10% $735,382 

Scenario #7: New Organic Production-Based Fees Are Collected 
in Addition to Marketing Board Fees 
In scenario 1 (a and b), estimated organic levies were based on a percentage of current 
marketing board fees with the expectation that some or all of the marketing board fees might be 
diverted to an Ontario organic marketing board.  However, another approach to a 
production-based levy would be to create an organic levy in addition to those collected by 
marketing boards.  Setting an additional levy might only be considered reasonable if there were 
a proven additional value for organic products based on the organic premium.  
 
If an additional fee were levied, one way to assess each crop’s organic value would be based 
on the organic price premium.  Prices and premiums may vary from year to year, but there are 
some general trends that can be used to assess the organic premium value by crop.  In a recent 
survey of organic producers, organic premiums were estimated anywhere from 30% higher to 
double the price of conventional products.  Using the premium estimates in relation to potential 
revenues if commodity fees were collected from Ontario organic production (See Scenario #1), 
the estimated revenue generated is anywhere from $320,317 (30% of organic production fees) 

42 



to $1,067,724(100% of fees).  However, a premium-based fee would be incredibly complex to 
track and manage.  Premiums are dynamic and changing with the market and vary based on 
commodities.  An additional fee would have to be based on more stable data such as organic 
revenue or a percentage of commodity licence fees.  

Revenue Comparisons 
To get a better idea of what the costs to organic operators would be, we compared one tenth of 
one percent to current membership costs organic associations that are currently serving the 
organic sector through their own fundraising efforts.  In most of the above scenarios, payments 
to an Accredited Farm Organization would be made in addition to an organic licence or 
check-off.  In Table 17, we can see that current membership fees, which are already being paid 
by only some members of the organic sector, are relatively similar to the proposed 
revenue-based fee.  

Table 17: Comparing 0.1% of Sales to Current Membership Fees 

Farm Gross 
Sales* 0.10% 

EFAO 
Producer 

Membership 
COG OCO 

GFO 
Organization 

Payment 

$100,000 $100 $75 $25 $100 $195 

$200,000 $200 $75 $25 $250 $195 

$300,000 $300 $75 $25 $250 $195 

$400,000 $400 $75 $25 $250 $195 

$500,000 $500 $75 $25 $250 $195 

$600,000 $600 $75 $25 $650 $195 

$700,000 $700 $75 $25 $650 $195 

$800,000 $800 $75 $25 $650 $195 

$900,000 $900 $75 $25 $650 $195 

$1,000,000 $1,000 $75 $25 $650 $195 

$1,100,000 $1,100 $75 $25 $1,350 $195 

$1,200,000 $1,200 $75 $25 $1,350 $195 

$1,300,000 $1,300 $75 $25 $1,350 $195 

$1,400,000 $1,400 $75 $25 $1,350 $195 

$1,500,000 $1,500 $75 $25 $1,350 $195 

$1,600,000 $1,600 $75 $25 $1,350 $195 

$1,700,000 $1,700 $75 $25 $1,350 $195 

$1,800,000 $1,800 $75 $25 $1,350 $195 

$1,900,000 $1,900 $75 $25 $1,350 $195 
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$2,000,000 $2,000 $75 $25 $1,350 $195 
*Note: these percentages are based on gross sales, while the proposed fee structure is based on net 
organic sales.  These estimates are thus higher than actual.  
 
Similarly, we investigated how an organic revenue-based fee would compare to other 
commodity fees, how it would affect the end price of products, and how it compared to an 
organic premium.  These values are rough estimates as pricing varies based on each product. 
Also, a percentage of gross sales was used to estimate the fee.  Fees based on net sales would 
be even lower.  According to these estimates (Table 18), even with an overestimation of fees, 
the proposed organic fee would be much less than current commodity fees.  Only in the case of 
corn, would the organic fee be roughly equal to its conventional commodity fee.  In most cases, 
the fee would be less than half of the commodity fee.  The percentage of organic fees in 
relations to to commodity fees by product is also often much lower than the perceived value of 
the organic premium by product.  
 

Table 18: Example Prices and Proposed Levy Comparison 

Commodity Price* 0.1% of 
Price** 

Commodity 
Levy 

Difference 
Between 
Levies 

Organic 
Fee as % 
of Levy 

Value of 
Organic 

Premium 

Price 
Minus 

Organic 
Levy 

Asparagus 
(per acre)1 $8,289.05 $8.29 $40.00 $31.71 21% 101% $8,280.76 

Beef (per 
head)2 $1,708.08 $1.71 $4.00 $2.29 43% 46% $1,706.37 

Corn (per 
metric tonne)1 $472.00 $0.47 $0.44 $0.00 100% 253%* $471.53 

Dairy (hl fluid 
milk) $90 $0.09 $2.195 $2.105 4% 33% $89.71 

Eggs (dozen)1 $6.00 $0.01 $0.30 $0.29 2% 71% $5.99 

Grapes per 
Tonne (2016 

Cabernet 
Sauvignon )4 

$2,511.60 $2.51 $26.45 $23.94 9% 54% $2,509.09 

Lamb*** (per 
head)1 $180.57 $0.18 $1.80 $1.62 10% 58% $180.39 

Oats (per 
metric tonne)1 $421.00 $0.42 $1.65 $1.23 25% 97%* $420.58 

Pork (per 
head)1 $530.00 $0.53 $2.31 $1.78 23% 44% $529.47 
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Soybeans 
(tonne)1 $1066.00 $1.07 $1.41 $0.34 76% 229%* 1064.93 

Wheat (per 
metric tonne)1 $478.00 $0.48 $0.85 $0.37 56% 208%* $477.52 

White Beans 
(tonne)1 $921.00 $0.92 $6.61 $5.69 14% N/A $920.08 

1OrganicBiz and aggregate from organic buyers. 2Beef Farmers of Ontario (2017). 3Dairy Farmers of Ontario (2016). 
4Grape Growers of Ontario (2017). 
*Organic price used when available 
**Price used as a proxy for net organic sales.  Net organic sales are gross organic sales minus take organic input 
costs.  Net sales is preferred as a measure if possible to avoid “double dipping” along the value chain.  
***based on 80 lb lamb at 225.00/cwt  

Summary  
The advantage to creating a check-off for organic operators is questionable if the check-off 
revenues do not surpass the budgets of and allow for an increase in the activities currently 
performed by organic-aligned organizations. There is less advantage in moving forward with any 
system that does not generate at least $800,000 in revenues.  Therefore, scenarios 4 and 5, in 
which a percentage of Accredited Farm Organizations or certification fees is collected, would 
not generate sufficient revenue to justify the levy.  Both of these systems are based on a flat fee 
system and therefore do not scale with size and volume of production or sales.  Because of the 
flat fees, they also preferentially treat larger businesses.  This revenue requirement may also 
eliminate scenarios 1a and 1b, wherein a portion of marketing board fees are redirected to an 
organic organization. 
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Table 19: Summary Ranking of Possible Check-Off Scenarios According to Criteria 

 

Methods of Collection 
In order to better explore the best approach to an Ontario Organic check-off system, various 
collection methods have been elaborated on below.  

1. Certifying Bodies Collect and Remit to Organic Organization 
● Fee Scenario: Works with fee scenarios 1, 3, 4, 7  
● Examples: Used in Quebec and BC for accreditation 
● Legal: Requires new provincial legislation, a provincial Conformity Verification Body 

designation, or an amendment of organic products regulations. 
● Strengths:  

○ Every certified organic operation automatically included (e.g. handlers in addition 
to producers) 

○ Financial and production auditing infrastructure already in place 
○ Points of contact minimized for organic organization (Total: 7-8) 
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○ Simple to monitor/enforce 
● Weaknesses: 

○ May disincentivize organic certification 
○ Excludes non-certified organic.  However, these operators will likely only be 

included on a voluntary basis and can offer a contribution directly to the organic 
organization 

○ Data and collections in the hands of private companies who hold power of 
certification over businesses 

○ Certifying bodies will require additional administration fees to manage and 
administer levies 

○ Pain of payment higher (additional fee vs. deducted from sales invoice) 
 

Example A: Certifying Bodies Collect 0.1% Organic Net Sales and Pay Out 
1. Certifying Bodies are mandated to collect information and payment from all certified 

operators in Ontario.  
2. Additional information (e.g. organic net sales calculations) are added to annual 

application to Certifying Bodies.  
3. Certifying Bodies would add a line to client invoices for the amount required (e.g. 0.1% of 

net sales).  
4. An Ontario organic organization would collect aggregated levies on an annual basis 

based on the previous years organic net sales from Certifying Bodies along with the 
organic net sales information.  

5. Certifying Bodies would hold a small percentage (5% of fees) of the fees back to cover 
administrative costs. 

6. Certifying Bodies would not be responsible for holding operators accountable for 
payment, but would be required to inform the organic sector organization if payments are 
not received.  

7. Organic organization responsible for auditing/monitoring of payments.  
8. Paid invoices are tracked and shared with commodity organizations, which refund 

organic licence amount to their paying members.  

Example B: Certifying Bodies Collect Pertinent Data and Remit to Organic 
Association 

1. Certifying Bodies are contracted to provide data on all current organic certifications and, 
potentially, organic net sales, to the organic association.  

2. Organic association invoices operators annually.  
3. Paid invoices are tracked and shared with commodity organizations, which refund 

organic licence amount to their paying members.  
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2. Agricorp Collects and Remits to Organic Organization 
● Fee Scenario: Works with scenarios 1 (in combination with marketing boards), 3, 5, 6 (in 

combination with marketing boards) 
● Examples: Used by Accredited Farm Organizations and grain producers/operators 
● Legal:  Would collect if a new AFO were created under the Farm Registration and 

Organizations Funding Act, or if contracted by organic association. 
● Strengths 

○ Already collecting fees for every registered producer in the province 
○ Only one point of contact for organic organization to manage 
○ More likely to capture uncertified organic and conventional producers willing to 

contribute if that were a goal 
● Weaknesses 

○ Agricorp not in contact with handlers 
○ Financial and production auditing infrastructure only in place for grain, limited 
○ Agricorp may require additional administration fees to manage and administer 

levies 
○ Would require Agricorp to collect additional data from producers 
○ May be difficult to monitor/enforce 
○ Pain of payment higher (additional fee vs. deducted from sales invoice) 

 

Example A: Agricorp Collects Information and Payments on Organic Net 
Sales  

1. When a producer registers for the FBR through Agricorp, they indicate what their 
Organic Net Sales are and pay the associated licence fee or levy to Agricorp.  

2. Agricorp pays out aggregated organic levies to an Organic Association annually and 
holds back a small percentage of fees (5%) to cover administration costs.  

3. Agricorp or organic association shared data on invoicing with marketing boards and 
marketing boards refund the organic fee amount to their paying members. 

 

Example B: Agricorp Collects Information on % of Organic Production  
When a producer registers for the FBR through Agricorp, they indicate whether or not they have 
organic production.  They share their estimated volume of production on the form.  Agricorp 
then reports organic as a percentage of all agriculture to marketing boards and the associated 
% of marketing board levies are paid to an organic association.  This approach could allow 
non-organic farmers to divert some of their commodity levies to the organic sector if they 
desired to support transition payments.  

● Extra step of administration  
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● Captures % of sector vs. exact farm contributions to marketing boards (unfair to 
marketing boards) 

● Unlikely that Agricorp would manage additional data. 

3. Organic Buyers Collect and Remit to Organic Organization 
● Fee Scenario: Works with scenarios 1, 3, 7 
● Examples: Required by Farm Products Marketing Act for marketing boards and section 

12 associations. 
● Legal Structure: Organic marketing board under Farm Products Marketing Commission 
● Strengths:  

○ Fewer points of contact than collecting from producers directly (approx. 375 vs. 
770) 

○ Production auditing infrastructure already in place, financial auditing limited 
○ Direct collection means administrative costs are internal to the organic 

organization 
○ Greater proximity to sector and fund management 
○ Greater ability to monitor and enforce? 
○ Pain of payment less (fee deducted from invoice payment)  

● Weaknesses:  
○ Larger number of points of contact compared to other models (approx. 375)  
○ Complex system of payments and administration with diverse value chains 
○ Increased administrative burden on organic organization 
○ May be difficult to monitor/enforce 
○ Does not capture direct-marketing sales and/or encourages alternative value 

chains 
 

Example A: Organic First Buyers Collect Based on Production Volume and 
Premium  
Extrapolating from the current voluntary Production Contribution Program piloted by OCO (e.g. 
$0.50 per metric tonne), first buyers (e.g. grain marketers, abattoirs, distributors and processors) 
in each value chain would collect levies from their suppliers based on the specific levy for their 
value chain and would match that contribution.  Value chain levies would be decided in 
consultation with each sector and based roughly on the organic premium and gross margins for 
that value chain (see scenario 7).  Organic first buyers would remit directly to an Organic Sector 
Organization quarterly.  This scenario seems overly complex and difficult to manage.  
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Example B: Organic Buyers Collect Based on Organic Net Sales 
Organic first buyers would collect levies on a value of sales transactions based roughly on 
average organic net sales (e.g. assuming a 30% organic input cost for producers) from their 
suppliers and also collect based on exact net sales from their own business.  Therefore, for 
each organic sale at the pre-retail level, organic buyers would collect a percentage of the 
value-add for each organic business along the value chain and remit to an organic organization 
with a record of transactions.  

4. Marketing Boards Collect and Remit to an Organic 
Organization 

● Fee Scenarios: Works with scenarios 1, 3, 6, 7 
● Examples: Similar to Accredited Farm Organization remittance to Union des 

Cultivateurs Franco-Ontariens 
● Legal: Legal feasibility difficult to address. Jurisdiction of Farm Products Marketing 

Commission 
● Benefits:  

○ Relatively fewer points of contact (23-25) 
○ Production auditing infrastructure already in place, financial auditing limited 
○ Less administrative burden on organic organization (collection, monitoring and 

enforcement) 
○ May allow for conventional producers to contribute to organic? 
○ Potential for greater partnerships with marketing boards?  

 
● Challenges 

○ May be unfair to marketing boards and their membership 
○ Marketing boards may require additional administration fees to manage and 

administer levies 
○ Marketing boards control funds and may be difficult to work with if structure is 

imposed on them 
○ Potential to capture processors/handlers limited 
○ May be difficult to monitor/enforce 
○ Does not capture direct-marketing sales and fewer organic producers are 

captured (less than 30% of the sector) 
○ Less control of funds and lack of direct contact with sector 
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Example A: Marketing Board Collects Organic Marketing Board Levies and 
Remit to Organic Organization 
Using scenario 1, marketing boards would be responsible for tracking organic producers within 
their membership.  The associated fees (either all or part) would then be aggregated and 
remitted to an organic organization.  The marketing board would hold back either a) a 
percentage of fees based on the desire of the producer/organic sector, OR b) a small 
percentage of fees to cover the costs of administration.  

Examples B: Marketing Boards Collect Based on Net Organic Sales 
Marketing boards could, theoretically, track data on net organic sales and remit a percentage of 
licence fees to an organic association based on those estimations.  However, the feasibility of 
this scenario is low and the complexity high. 

5. Retail Outlets Collect and Remit to Organic Organization 
● Fee Scenarios: Works with scenario 2 
● Examples: No precedent 
● Legal: Could work under national PRA and/or with new legislation, but inherently 

includes imports, so must be national in scope. 
● Strengths:  

○ Fewer points of contact 
○ Collection calculations simple  
○ Captures entire value chain 
○ Financial auditing infrastructure in place based on transaction sales 
○ Less administrative burden on organic organization (collection, monitoring and 

enforcement) 
○ Less immediate financial pressure on producers where risks are higher and 

margins lower and captures the full value-chain 
 

● Weaknesses: 
○ Retailers may require additional administration fees to manage and administer 

levies 
○ Includes organic imports and therefore must be be implemented nationally 
○ May be legally difficult as this may be too similar to a tax 
○ Pushback from retailers? 
○ Does not easily capture direct-marketing sales 
○ Less control of funds and lack of direct contact with sector 
○ Would not provide breakdown of sector data 
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Example: Retailers Collect a Levy on Sales and Remit to an Organic 
Organization 
There is a small surcharge (0.1%?) charged on every organic product.  For products labelled 
“Made With Organic Ingredients,” 70% of the levy is charged.  Funds are aggregated and 
remitted quarterly to an Organic organization.  

6. Organic Organization Collects 
● Fee Scenarios: Works with scenarios 1 or 3  
● Examples: GRO Organic (US Proposed Rule)  
● Legal: May require amendment to Farm Products Marketing Act or new legislation 
● Strengths:  

○ Data and membership are maintained by one organization 
○ Control of fees and administration in-house 
○ Closer connection to sector 
○ Costs of administration remain internal to organization, more cost efficient? 

 
● Weaknesses: 

○ More points of contact  
○ May require compelling Certification Bodies to share data 
○ May require additional financial auditing infrastructure 
○ May be costly to monitor and administer 

Combining Net Sales with Marketing Board Exemption 
One possibility for meeting the criteria preferred by organic producers to have marketing board 
fees diverted to the organic sector while working with a fee based on revenues would be to 
allow any amount of an organic levy to be deducted from marketing board fees.  This approach 
would be fairest in that there would be no dual-coverage of commodities, but it may also allow 
for producers who wish to continue to pay into their commodity board to do so.  Also, when 
comparing 0.1% of net organic sales to commodity licence fees, it is often a very small 
percentage, and, as we have demonstrated earlier, less than thirty percent of organic producers 
are currently paying into commodity associations. 
 
Regardless of the primary collector (CBs, organic organization or first buyers), there are several 
ways to make a deduction from commodity fees that work under the organic net sales scenario.  
 

1) Collector or Organic Organization Issues Receipt to Producers → Producer Sends 
Receipt to Marketing Board → Marketing Board Issues refund 

○ Organic organization is aware of requests for refunds, but must issue receipts 
○ Operators have control over the choice of where funds go 
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○ Operators must take initiative and may require additional paperwork 
 

2) Collector or Organic Organization sends aggregated producer organic levy 
information to appropriate marketing boards and marketing boards issue refunds 
to producers: 

○ Reduces additional paperwork for producer 
○ Reduces producers’ choice over deduction or requires additional tracking  
○ Would require Organic organization to track operators’ membership in commodity 

boards and/or producer choices of deduction (this could allow for partial 
deductions) 

3) Marketing Boards Track Organic Members and allow exemption 

Administration Fees  
Agricorp is an example of an intermediary agency that collects fees on behalf of Accredited 
Farm Organizations.  Agricorp’s administrative fee is 4.5% of all Farm Business Registration 
fees, roughly $10.12 of every $225.00 that goes to the Accredited Farmers Organizations.  This 
works out to approximately $421,200 of the $9.36 million directed to AFOs.  However, Agricorp 
also receives funding from federal and provincial governments for the administration of business 
risk management programs.  Conceivably, at the same rate, an Ontario organic check-off that 
generates approx. $1 million in revenues would have to pay out $45,000.00 in fees.  This is, 
however, likely the minimum administrative fee required. 

Summary of Collection Methods  
The potential collection methods were evaluated against various criteria related to the potential 
administrative burden of collection and compliance (e.g. number of points of contact) as well as 
meeting the sector’s approval and criteria for a check-off (e.g. includes the whole value chain). 
The collection methods were then rated from 1 - 3, with a score of 1 meaning low probability 
that the method would meet the criteria and a score of 3 equaling a high probability.  
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Table 19: Summary Ranking of Various Collection Scenarios 

 
 
Based on the analysis, recommended collectors are certifying bodies, an organic organization, 
retailers or organic buyers.  

Governance and Structure 
There are various potential governance structures that would oversee the management of an 
Ontario organic check-off system.  Depending on the fee structure and collection systems 
chosen, the administration of funds could be conducted by a marketing board, sector 12 
association, non-profit organization, and/or the development of a fund.  Regardless of the 
organizational structure, a board structure that allows for fair and equitable representation must 
be developed.  In order to develop this structure, a review of Ontario marketing board 
structures, other organic organizations, and Ontario organic sector data were reviewed in order 
to inform a decision.  

Input from the Sector 
Organic producers, handlers and retailers were all asked about what the ideal governance 
structure for an Ontario organic check-off would look like and what importance particular criteria 
should play in designing a governance structure.  Surprisingly, scale diversity was more 
important to all three stakeholder groups than geographic diversity.  Out of the three groups, 
retailers placed more importance on product diversity.  Overall, however, comments indicated 
that there was some skepticism of current marketing boards structures and of handler input.  In 
general, democratic representation was important and that representation be based on a per 
business versus per contribution basis.  Some comments indicated that consumers and/or 
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non-industry members should have a seat on the board and that there be some consideration of 
gender and ethnic diversity.  
 

Figure 11: Attitudes Towards an Organic Check-Off Governance Structure 

 
 

Governance Structures in Conventional Commodity Organizations 
and Marketing Boards 
Many marketing boards and commodity associations structure governance to fairly represent 
various geographic and product distinctions.  The Ontario Potatoes Board, for example, divides 
the province of Ontario into seven districts according to the dispersion of their 120 members. 
The board is made up of six members, all of whom are growers, three of whom are elected from 
the fresh potato council (made up of five district representatives) and three from the processed 
potato council (made up of seven district representatives).  This is roughly representative as 
there are 11,671 acres of fresh and 17,017 acres of processed potatoes in the province (Ontario 
Potato Board, 2018). 
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Figure 12: Ontario Potato Board Governance Structure 

 
This is typical of marketing boards and commodity associations who often define districts based 
on growing areas.  But an organic sector organization would be more complex since organic 
products cut across commodities. There is also a clear preference among organic stakeholders 
for other value chain members to be involved.  
 
One organization that attempts to address cross-sectoral representation is Farm & Food Care 
Ontario.  This organization is governed by a 12-member board of four crop representatives, four 
livestock representatives and four representatives at large. The Board is elected at the 
organization’s annual meeting each spring.  Representatives generally sit on commodity boards in 
addition to Food and Farm Care. 
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Governance Structures in Organic Organizations  
Many organic organizations in Canada do not attempt to strictly allocate representation by 
geography, value-chain category or product as to do so would be too complex.  However, there 
are a few examples where clear distinctions in representation are applied.  

Example 1: Prairie Organic Development Fund 
The Prairie Organic Development Fund is a multi-year fund developed to increase the support 
the organic sector across three provinces: Alberta, Manitoba, and Saskatchewan.  It is funded 
primarily by grain buyers based on a percentage of their sales with a cap (see page 6-7 for 
more information).  The board is governed by three funding members (usually buyers or 
marketers), three (non-voting) provincial associations, three producers,  and one researcher. 
Even though producers do not contribute to the fund currently, they are both directly and 
indirectly represented on the board, and have an equal vote to funding partners. The researcher 
position can also play a tie-breaking role, assuming they are neutral with respect to industry. 
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Figure 13: Prairie Organic Development Fund Structure 

 
 
 

Example 2: ACORN  
The Atlantic Canada Organic Regional Network is a non-profit organization that represents the 
organic sector across the region.  It has ten board members consisting of a majority of certified 
organic growers from Atlantic Canada with at least 1 organic retailer and 1 certified organic 
processor.  The balance of the board is elected fairly to represent all of Atlantic Canada. For 
example, no province can have more than three of the seven designated grower seats and each 
must have at least one designated grower director. Newfoundland, however, given its limited 
production, can have someone other than a certified organic grower as a representative and is 
limited to one seat.  
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Example 3: Proposed GRO Organic Governance 
The GRO Organic board will be composed of 17 members with seven producer representatives 
from six specified growing regions; one small producer who has contributed to the program 
voluntarily (under $250,000); five organic handlers: two of whom would be organic product 
processors,and one organic importer; and one at-large public member who will be a non-voting 
member. Every three to five years, the board will reassess the number of voluntary members 
and geographic representation of the board and adjust the board seats in accordance with 
member demographics through amendments to the order. 

Ontario Organic Ratio of Producers to Handlers 
According to COTA 2015 data, there are roughly 770 certified organic producers in Ontario and 
375 organic handlers.  If governance is based solely on the number of enterprises, the ratio of 
producers to handlers should be roughly 67% producers to 33% handlers.  However, if 
governance structure is base d on production volume and/or sales, the ratio would likely be 
skewed towards processors.  Using the net sales scenario estimates of $691 million from 
handlers and $226 million from producers, the ratio would be closer to 75% handlers to 25% 
producers.  

Location 
Based on the sector-wide survey that was conducted by the Organic Council of Ontario, the 
following chart was created.  
 

Table 20: Location of Organic Producers and Processor by Region, OCO survey 2017 

 Organic Producers Organic Handlers 

Southwestern Ontario 46% 30% 

Central Ontario 10% 10% 

Golden Horseshoe 19% 40% 

Eastern Ontario 22% 20% 

Northern Ontario 4% 0% 

 
In an analysis of organic producers by county conducted in 2011, there is a similar but slightly 
different breakdown:  
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Table 21: Location of Organic Producers in Ontario by Region, Macey 2011  

Region 
Number of Producers 
with Certified Organic 

Product 

Percentage of Organic 
Producers Located There 

Southern Ontario 241 32.92% 

Western Ontario 293 40.03% 

Central Ontario 89 12.16% 

Eastern Ontario 96 13.11% 

Northern Ontario 13 1.78% 

 
Combining the regional distribution information with the ratio of producers to processors and 
provided that most boards of directors are between 9 and 12 members, the following mock-up of 
seats based on geography was compiled as an example of potential Director distribution.  

Table 22: Example of Potential Board Representation  

 Producers Processors 

Southern Ontario 2 
1 

Western Ontario 2 

Central Ontario 1 2 

Eastern Ontario 
1 1 

Northern Ontario 

Total 6 4 

 

Ratio of Enterprises in Various Size Categories (Scale Diversity)  
Given that many survey respondents placed a strong emphasis on the incorporation of scale 
diversity into an organic check-off governance model, research findings on gross sales in 
Ontario in 2012 (Informa, 2012) were used again to determine possible thresholds for 
representation categories.  
 

Table 23: Distribution of Gross Sales Among Producers and Handlers (Informa 2012) 

Gross Annual Sales 

Producer % 
Based on 

Study 
Producer % Handler % Based on 

Study 
Handler % 

60 



Less than $20,000 6 

50 

3 

6 $20,000 - $49,999 19 - 

$50,000 - $99,999 25 3 

$100,000 – 249,999 15 
24 

17 

40 $250,000 - $499,999 9 9 

$500,000 - $999,999 11 

24 

14 

$1 million - $4,999,999 11 11 

48 $5 million – $9,999,999 - 17 

$10 million or more 2 20 

Prefer not to answer 2  6  

 
Applying these ratios to a board of 10 members including producers and processors, a potential 
governance structure might look like table 24 below.  
 

Table 24: Potential Governance Structure Based on Revenue Categories 

Gross Annual Sales Producer 
Seats Handler Seats 

Under $100,000 2 

2 
Under $500,000 2 

Over $500,000 2 

Under $1,000,000  

Over $1,000,000  2 

Total 6 4 

 
While a small-scale exemption would likely be adopted in most organic check-off scenarios, 
there may also be a voluntary opt-in for small-scale producers and they would therefore require 
representation in a governance structure. Furthermore, if the organic check-off is meant, in part, 
to support the growth of the Ontario organic sector, it is important to include small-scale farmers 
and new entrants in the decision making process as they will likely be impacted by the support 
programs that are developed.  While there are greater numbers of producers in the $100,000 
and below category, this example assumes that a $100,000 exemption is in place and that there 
is likely a low proportion of producers in this category paying into the organic check-off. 

Proportion of Products Represented 
Product diversity was not rated as highly as scale diversity, but it was still considered an 
important criteria in the development of an organic check-off, especially by retailers.  Product 
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representation in the organic sector is, however, a difficult criteria to assess.  Product make-up 
of the sector could be measured in acreage, volume, value in sales and/or simply the number of 
growers that produce a particular product.  However, grains and field crops, for example, are 
more likely be make up a larger acreage while employing fewer people than, for example, 
vegetable growers.  Grains also may fetch a better premium than other products and thus 
contribute more to an organic check-off.   A further confusing factor is that many organic 
growers in Ontario produce a diversity of products as product diversity is often associated with 
organic principles and the importance of each product to the sustainability of the farm may 
differ.  
 
Due to these confounding factors, it is difficult to tease apart how product diversity might be 
considered in relation to governance structure.  Examples of agricultural organizations with 
multi-sector representation, such as the Agricultural Adaptation Council  and Food and Farm 
Care  have representatives from various product categories divided into broad categories.  For 
example, the Agricultural Adaptation Council holds seats for representative producers of grains 
and oilseeds, livestock, supply managed commodities, horticulture and other industries in 
addition to retail and processing.  Food and Farm Care, as another example, holds four seats 
for crop producers, four seats for livestock producers, and four at-large seats.  If a  check-off 
relies on net sales, then the check-off contributions for various products might be considered. 
However, this level of detail in data collection may be an excessive burden for producers and 
collectors.  
 
Based on the sector-wide survey data collected in 2016-17, responses from 93 organic 
producers were aggregated.  Because the product categories overlapped significantly (e.g. 
mixed fruits and vegetables, apples, asparagus), categories were collapsed and it was assumed 
that most producers who chose a specific fruit or vegetable category also selected the mixed 
fruits and vegetables category.  The total amount of this category was slightly increased to 
account for a few producers not also selecting mixed fruits and vegetables.  
 

Table 25: Proposed Representation By Product 

 

Number of 
Producers 

Percentage of 
Respondents 

Producing 

Total 
Representatives Products Represented 

Fruit and 
Vegetables 70 32% 2 

Greenhouse Veg, Fruit 
Trees, Berries, Asparagus, 

Potatoes, Apples, Wine 
Grapes mixed fruits and 

vegetables 

Grain and Field 
Crops 24 11% 1 

Corn, soybeans, wheat, 
barley, Oats, mixed grain, 

spelt, dried beans 
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Supply Managed 61 28% 2 Dairy (cow), Eggs, Chicken, 
Turkey 

Livestock 24 11% 1 Pork, Beef, Sheep, Goats, 
Goat Dairy, 

Other 42 19% 1 

Honey, Flowers, Maple 
Syrup, Seeds and Inputs, 
Hops and Other Specialty 

Crops 

 221  7  

 
While the above proportions are not exact, they do fit with organic sales data that indicates the 
most popular organic products in Canada are typically fruits and vegetables and dairy (COTA, 
2017)  

Summary of Governance Recommendations  
 
Building on the data and the preferences shown by the sector thus far, the following table 
serves as an example of how an Ontario organic check-off could be governed.  Table 26 
provides a matrix that could serve to encompass all four criteria: ratio of producers to handlers, 
scale diversity, geographic diversity, and product diversity.  The board would be made up of 6 
producers and 4 handlers from the recommended regions and product categories.  
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Table 26: Example of Governance Matrix 

 
Drawing from the example provided by GRO Organic, it is recommended that two additional “At 
large” seats for sector experts are added.  These seats would be claimed by persons with no 
clear industry ties but with knowledge of the sector (e.g. researchers and/or consultants) to 
provide the consumer perspective and/or provide some balance to the producer vote. These 
experts may also bring administrative experience that can assist with the management of the 
organization.  
 
Also, to include regular checks and balances to the board, it is recommended that the board 
structure be revisited every 2 to 3 years and compared to sector data to ensure that the board 
seats remain representative of the sector make-up.  Additionally, the check-off program should 
itself be revisited with a sector-wide referendum every 7 years to ensure that there is continued 
support for the program.  
 
Finally, as per suggestions in the comments of the sector-wide survey, there should be a 
general guideline that the board seek gender parity and work to include representatives from 
diverse ethnic backgrounds as much as possible.  

Additional Sources of Revenue 
While the governance structure of an organic association funded by a check-off must reflect the 
makeup of the check-off contributors, there may be room for additional contributions from other 
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organic sector stakeholders such as retailers, input suppliers, uncertified producers who identify 
with the organic sector, processors who process organic products but lack certification, and 
mainstream producers who are sympathetic to the organic cause.  The framework for engaging 
these supporters as well as the contributions they would make could be decided at a later date. 
However, any organizational structure that is developed should consider association 
membership that includes these stakeholders. 

Organizational Transitional Scenarios 
Considering that there are currently multiple organizations in Ontario that address, to some 
degree, organic sector issues, it is critical that a succession plan for these organization be 
considered.  There are three scenarios that could take place.  These are described below in the 
order of recommended preference.  

Merger of Organizations 
Once an organic funding mechanism and organizational structure is created, current 
organizations would dissolve and transfer assets and potentially staff to the organic association. 
Roles for former staff would be negotiated and/or a new hiring process would be required. 
Current board members would need to be elected to the new board and/or serve as advisors. 
The succession could take place immediately, or with a phased in approach, allowing current 
organizations to complete projects and pay monies owing.  

OCO Becomes Organic Check-Off Association With Charitable Partner 
Working In Close Alignment 
In the scenario that a Sector 12 Association is chosen as the preferred structure, OCO could be 
selected as the organization to receive the funds.  OCO may be required to amend its bylaws 
and structure to accommodate a more representative governance structure, including greater 
producer and processor representation and removing membership for non-certified organic 
value chain members.  In this case, value chain members wishing to take part could be included 
as associate members with financial contributions to a transition fund.  
 
If another structure is chosen, OCO would dissolve as a non-profit and staff and board members 
would require rehiring and/or re-election.  
 
EFAO would continue to exist as a separate entity but may receive regular funding for extension 
and training services.  EFAO’s charitable status would allow them to apply for funding from 
private foundations that the new organic association would not have access to.  
 
This scenario would benefit the sector by maintaining two points of funding access with a 
broader overall mandate.  However, it may include additional administration costs. 
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Organic Check-Off Managed As Fund  
A third succession option is to have the check-off organization act as a funding partner that 
would administer stable funding to the two (or more) separate organizations, EFAO and OCO 
(and possibly others).  In this scenario, both organization would continue to manage their own 
structure and operations separately, but would receive some proportion of stable operating 
funding based on the services they provide to the organic sector.  The Canadian Organic 
Growers and other organizations might receive funding for services on a project basis as well.  
 
This model is the least preferred as it creates additional administration and oversight with little 
additional benefit.  

Recommendations 
After conducting an Ontario organic check-off feasibility study and estimation of revenues, a 
mandatory fee system appears legally feasible and generally supported by the sector.  The 
study suggests that revenues in the range of $360,000 to $1.5 million annually could be 
generated depending on the approach.  While there are various approaches to creating a 
check-off, the most important criteria are to create a system that is easy for both operators and 
collectors to apply, is fair and consistent across the sector, allows for a small-scale exemption 
and opt-in, includes value-chain members, does not “double tax” any operator, and generates 
enough revenue to make it worthwhile.  
 
For this reason, it is recommended that OCO work with government, the Farm Products 
Marketing Commission, and the sector to establish a mandatory system based on three 
recommended provincial approaches.  These are not in order of preference.  

Table 27: Recommended Structure for Ontario Organic Check-Off 

Scenario Fee Legal 
Structure 

Collection Exemption  Relation to 
Marketing 

Boards 

Total 

#1  0.1% of 
net 

organic 
sales 

Establish 
organic class 
and marketing 

board or 
association 
under Farm 

Products 
Marketing Act 

First Buyers  Under 
$100,000 
exempt 

Reduction in 
commodity fees 

based on amount 
paid in organic 

levy 

Less than 
$1 million 
annually 

#2  0.1% of Establish hybrid Certification Under Reduction in $1 million 
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net 
organic 
sales 

regulatory body 
(similar to 

COABC) under 
Ontario Organic 

Act 

Bodies 
and/or 

Organic 
Association 

$100,000 
exempt 

commodity fees 
based on amount 

paid in organic 
levy 

annually 

#3 % of 
commod
ity fees 

redirecte
d in 

addition 
to 0.1% 
of net 
sales 

Establish under 
Ontario Organic 

Act 

Marketing 
Boards and 

Organic 
Association 

using 
Certification 
Body Data 

Under 
$100,000 
exempt 

Marketing 
Boards/Associati

ons Track 
Organic 

Membership and 
provide option for 

fees to be 
diverted in 

addition to the 
organic fee 

collected through 
Scenario #1 or #2 

At least 
$1 million 
annually 

 
One tenth of one percent of net organic sales is a comparable amount to current membership 
fees that some producers are already paying. The proposed fee is also very small compared to 
some production based levies.  For example, a farm that grosses $100,000, if opting in, would 
pay roughly $70.00 or a maximum of $100.00 if no input costs were included. This is 
comparable to OCO’s current membership fees, as well as a combination of EFAO and COG 
fees, which many small-scale farmers currently pay.   
 
This approach would raise approximately $1 million annually and grow over time as the organic 
sector grows.  $1 million is more than the revenues of all current Ontario organic associations 
combined, with more stability and with much lower fundraising costs.  Collecting a mandatory 
fee would also allow the organic sector to plan ahead and to be resilient regardless of the 
political climate.  Stable funding would allow an association to address the challenges and 
implement sector priorities outlined in OCO’s Sector-Wide Report (2017) such as a need for 
more dedicated organic technical and business supports, more sector data, support for 
transition, increased promotion of Ontario organic businesses and increased representation to 
government and agri-food stakeholders.  
 
While the collection method with the least “pain” for producers is for aggregators or first buyers 
to collect the fees from invoices, many organic farmers circumvent regular marketing channels 
and identifying the various aggregators would be complex.  The simplest approach to identifying 
organic operators and collecting from them would be through certifying bodies (CBs). For this to 
happen, CBs must either be mandated to collect a fee (for example, for accreditation purposes) 
or be paid an administrative fee to do so.  Perhaps a more popular and simpler option is for CBs 
to be mandated to provide sector data to an organic association who would then perform the 
annual collection based on the previous year’s sales.  One final option is for marketing boards to 
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track organic status among their membership and allow members to redirect all or a portion of 
their fees to an organic organization with a small percentage deducted for administration.  Since 
potentially only thirty percent of the Ontario organic sector pay into commodity fees, this 
collection system must be complementary or in addition to a more comprehensive collection 
method (e.g organic association or CBs). 
 
In either case, the same overall elements are recommended:  
 

● Fee: a 0.1% fee on all organic net sales within the province would be the simplest and 
most feasible option.  

 
● Exemption: an exemption for businesses with $100,000 gross organic sales or less 

would be created. Any exempt business wishing to opt in would be permitted and would 
have some representation on the board.  

 
● Value Chain: The fee would be applicable to all certified organic operators throughout 

the value chain. This mostly includes producers and processors, with a few co-packers 
and retailers who value add.  This would NOT include importers, as they can only be 
included if and when a national check-off were created.  

 
● Commodity Fees: All organic commodities would be covered as a class, but no organic 

operators would be required to pay an additional fee.  Operators paying into commodity 
or container fees would be able to discount these fees by the amount of their organic 
levy amount.  Ideally, producers would also be given the option to divert more of their 
commodity fee or to pay both the organic and commodity fee if they so choose. 

 
● Governance: The governance structure would be composed of six producers, 4 

handlers (processors, certified operators who value add) and two “neutral” At Large 
members (e.g. researchers and/or interested non-industry stakeholders).  The 
representatives would be chosen based on their scale, geographic diversity and product 
representation. 

 
● Total Revenue: We estimate that this approach would generate roughly $1 million 

annually, but this amount will grow as organic sales grow.  
 
Further consultation and discussion with decision makers is required to make a final decision on 
the exact configuration of the organizational and collection structure.  Also, while it appears that 
most organic stakeholders are open to the idea of an organic check-off, more concrete support 
through public endorsement and referendum is required before an official proposal is made.  
 

68 



Conclusions and Next Steps  
The implementation of an Ontario organic mandatory fee based on organic net sales is feasible, 
legal and desirable.  In order to implement such a program, further discussion with  organic 
stakeholders, government, and commodity associations is required.  Therefore, it is 
recommended that OCO create a website and mail-out to share the findings of this reports with 
sector participants, solicit further feedback and begin to collect endorsements for the plan.  
 
Meetings and presentations with government, funders, the Farm Products Marketing 
Commission, other organic associations and commodity boards are recommended to explain 
the proposal, solicit feedback, and to begin the process of implementation.  
 
Finally, once a proposal is finalized with more input and support from stakeholders gleaned, an 
official operations and strategic plan will be created based on this and other recent reports to 
present to the Minister of Agriculture, Food, and Rural Affairs and/or the Farm Products 
Marketing Commission.  
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Appendix A: Working Group Members 
 

● Ali English, Ecological Farmers Association of Ontario 
● Alvaro Venturelli, Plan B Organic Farms 
● Anahita Belanger, Belanger Organic Farms 
● Bill Redelmeier, Southbrook Vineyards 
● Gerald Poechman, Poechman Family Farm 
● Hugh Martin, Organic Consultant 
● Julia Buchan, Ontario Natural Food Co-op 
● Kirsten Cole, Jill Guerra and Lauren Martin, Canada Organic Trade Association 
● Krysten Cooper, Yorkshire Valley Farms 
● Leia Weaver, Roger Rivest Marketing 
● Marshall King, Organic Meadow Inc. 
● Maureen Kirkpatrick, The Big Carrot 
● Sarah Bakker, National Farmers Union - Ontario 
● Stew Slater, Dairy Farmers of Ontario Organic Sub-committee 
● Rob Wallbridge, Thompson’s Ltd. 
● Ted Soudant, Field Gate Organics 
● Tom Manley, Homestead Organics 
● Vincent Strickland and Jennifer Pfenning, Pfenning’s Organic Farm 
● Wayne Adams and Ashley St. Hilaire, Canadian Organic Growers 
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