
Grow Ontario Organic
A new approach to building Ontario’s Organic Sector



Purpose

• To identify the major challenges and barriers that 
are facing the organic sector in Ontario 

• To identify where there are clear economic 
opportunities for Ontario organic sector 

• To help prioritize the kinds of supports that could 
help grow the entire Ontario organic sector 

• To discuss various approach to funding these 
supports.



Sector-Wide Assessment
Activities Jun Jul Aug Sep Oct Nov Dec Jan Feb Mar

Environmental Scan/Ontario Sector Data and Grey 
Literature Review

Develop Key Contact List, Interview Question Guide

National/Provincial Stakeholder Interviews 

Ontario Organic Sector Contact List Development and 
Initial Outreach 

Survey Design and Testing 

Design Information Package 

Survey Launch 

Working Group Meetings 

5 Value Chain Focus Group Meetings (Focus Groups) 

5 Cross-Commodity Information and Consultation 
Sessions

Survey and Focus Group Analysis 

Action Plan/SMART Goals Report Writing 

Business Plan Report Writing 

Dissemination of results, presentations at conferences 



The Problem
Ontario is falling behind.



Ontario Sales $1 billion+
But only 2% of Ontario agriculture is organic.



Demand is Growing
Faster than Supply



Increasing Imports
Will lead to a lower Ontario market share overall.



Ontario is Falling Behind
Quebec: 3.5% of agriculture is organic;  

US: 4% of agriculture is organic



Sector-Wide Assessment

• Conducted 38 interviews overall (budgeted for 10) 

• 9 interviews with Commodity Group Reps 

• 12 interviews with government/association reps 
in other jurisdictions (focused on Canada) 

• 3 interviews with Ontario government program 
reps 

• 15 interviews with Organic Stakeholders



Initial Findings: Economic 
Opportunities

Economic Opportunity difficult to quantify and vary form sector to sector.  Clear 
growth/demand in and market for:  

• Hops, barley—growing craft beer industry, not enough Ontario 

• Grain-feed—price highest in decade, competition from cheap imports?  

• Asparagus—there’s a market, conventional growers not likely to change 

• Poultry—companies helping extension with conventional growers, 
conversion slow 

• Eggs—capital investment big barrier, means big companies can take 
advantage of opportunity



Initial Findings: Gaps and 
Barriers

Commodities where there is clear demand but due to competition, price volatility 
or other factors, the market and/or price pull is muddy 

• Berries-imports from California, price variability 

• Cheese-market coordination and DFO pricing 

• Beef-pricing all over the map, local? 

• Grain (edible)-supply not an issue?  difficult to find consistent supply. 

• Food Service- price sensitive, look for quality and farm brand vs. organic 

• Apples-difficult in general, investment in land and orchards long-term 

• Value-Added: Difficulty finding consistent supply of ingredients, product 
development takes at least 18 months.  



Consumer Confusion
Trust in the “Organic” brand



Market Coordination
Guaranteed supply; guaranteed market



Price Volatility/Transparency
No Chicago Board of Trade



Farmer Perceptions
Doing just fine; financial risk-no guaranteed market; Doesn’t look pretty; Labour challenges; No information; Difficulty thinking through the 

sequence of changes; Difficulty obtaining suitable equipment or inputsLack of confidence in own abilities; Don’t believe it’s good 

management; Fear changes will be stressful; Family traditions not consistent with changes; Anxiety about changes to one's status in the 

community and with supporting institutions, e.g., banks ; Counter to the dominant messages 



Economies of Scale
Organic businesses often small businesses, 
infrastructure more spread out, higher costs.



Initial Findings: Associations

Association
Organic 

Members
Total 

Members Organic Supports

Beef Farmers of Ontario 15000 No

OIMP
Yes can 

track 300 No

Mushrooms Canada 1-2? 38 No

Bean Growers of Ontario 0 No

Berry Growers of Ontario 1? 170 No

Ontario Beekeepers Association 1 1100 No

Dairy Farmers of Ontario 74 3750

Subcommittee; New 
Entrants; Market 

Development

Flowers Canada ON (section 12) 0? No

Tender Fruit Growers Association 1 (split)

Ontario Greenhouse Vegetable 
Growers ~10 200

Involved in Organic 
Regs; Beginning to 

collect data

Ontario Asparagus Growers 3 (1 split) 85 No



Findings: Associations
• Dairy Farmers, Greenhouse growers most informed. 

• Most had very vague knowledge of the practices and 
regulations. 

• Most have no knowledge of how many members are organic 
and don’t track it; If they know, it’s because they don’t have 
many members or their membership is significant. 

• Many don’t know what the organic premium is and have no 
sense of the market, but may get calls from consumers looking 
for organic product/farms. 

• Lack of market information, practices and regulation knowledge 
contributing to lack of interest. 



What challenges/
barriers do you face? 



The Solution
Invest in stable funding to 

Grow Ontario Organic



Organic Regulations
5 other provinces have adopted the federal standards.



Government Representation
At least 3 other provinces have a dedicated Organic 

Sector Development specialist in addition to other advisors



Research and Extension
Only 0.4% of research budget dedicated to organic.  



Brand Clarity and Promotion
Foodland Ontario Organic?



Transition Supports
Quebec: Up to $20,000 in payments; NB: Up to 70% of 

certification costs, to a max of $500 annually; 



Quebec’s Growth Strategy

1.	Financial	supports	for	extension	services	(80%	reimbursement)	

2.Support	program	for	transi5on	up	to	$20,000	per	business	for	the	dura9on	of	the	program.	

3.	Reimbursement	of	interest	on	the	capital	of	loans	over	$200,000	for	a	maximum	of	three	

years.	This	contribu9on	could	be	as	great	as	$15,000	per	business	for	the	dura9on	of	the	

program.	

4.	The	adapta9on	of	crop	insurance	membership	criteria	to	include	producers	of	organic	

apples,	cabbage,	carrots	as	well	as	direct	marke5ng	of	vegetables	(organic	CSAs).	

5.	The	addi9on	of	one	staff	person	for	iden5fying	ini5a5ves	connected	to	organic	agriculture	

through	the	program	Prime-Vert	(streams	1	and	4)	

6.	$200,000	allocated	to	the	Filière	Biologique	du	Quebec	put	into	place	a	market	

development	strategy.	

7.	Make	tools	available	to	the	Regional	municipali9es	to	foster	more	organic	agriculture	in	the	

establishment	of	official	plans	and	agricultural	zones.		

8.	$550,000	for	the	Research	Ins5tute	for	the	Development	of	Agroecology	for	the	support	of	

applied	research	for	organic	vegetable	produc9on.		



What program supports 
would help your business 

the most? 



How Will We 
Do It?

Change Regulations to 
Allow for an Organic Check 

Off



What is a Check-off? 
• Check-off is the coloquial term for a mandatory levy or fee that is remitted to an 

agricultural organization for the purposes of promotion, market development, research, 
advocacy and/or other sector needs.  It’s called a check-off because the fee comes off of 
the check you receive from a buyer.   

• In Ontario, we have several acts that mandate check-offs:  

• Farm Products Marketing Act: gives marketing boards and commodity associations 
the power to regulate marketing and collect fees from all producers selling those 
products 

• Farm Registration and Farm Organizations Funding Act: mandates that every farm 
be registered and that they provide dues to one of three General Farm Organizations 

• Farm Products Containers Act: registered containers used in the sale of fruits and 
vegetables can only be used if an additional fee is paid to the Ontario Fruits and 
Vegetable Growers Association 

• Other acts include the Milk Marketing Act, and the Beef Cattle Marketing Act



Grow Ontario Organic: 2 Phases
1. Expanding the Voluntary Production Contribution Program  

2. Exploring the interest in and feasibility of various models for creating an 
Ontario Organic Check Off Program.



Example: Ontario Pork

1. Pork Industry: $714 

million in imports, 

$533 million exports 

2. 2015 Ontario Pork 

Revenues: $7,904,122 

3. Organic has $1 billion 

in retail sales in 

Ontario (includes full 

value chain)



Marketing Board/Association Levy 
Contributions from the Organic Sector
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$1,132,250 annually 
(likely very low estimate and 

excludes OFVGA container fees)



Quebec
CAEQ charges 15.4% of all certification activities; Organic 

grain farmers passed resolution to have $0.50 additional fee



Prairie Organic Development Fund
Started off as a voluntary check-off idea; Buyers 

interested; POGI and matching funds from government



GRO Organic
0.1% of sales for producer, handler and importer; Under $200,000 gross 

exempt; opt out option (either commodity or organic, but not both); balance of 
farmers and handlers on board, geographic representation.



Case Study: GRO Organic 

• Organic producers can get an exemption from commodity fees, or organic 
fees, but not both.  Organic fee is smaller than commodity. 

• Check Off mandatory for over $250,000 gross organic revenues  annually, 
pay one-tenth of one percent (0.1%) 

• Producers: 0.1% of either (A) net organic sales or (B) producer net profit. 

• Handlers: 0.1% of “100% organic” and/or “organic” net sales.  0.07% of all 
“made with organic 

• Importers: same as handlers, collected at Customs. 

• Producers under $250,000: may participate with a voluntary check off 

• Allocation: %25 percent for research, %25 percent for information, %25 
percent for promotion, and %25 percent for discretionary funds; 15% cap on 
administration



Sector Leader:Homestead Organics 

• Charges $0.50/MT to 
producers and matches 
based on Quebec fees and 
$1.00/MT to interested 
customers 

• Timeline for implementation: 
1-2 years, need to implement 
charges through purchasing 
agreements 

• Now also participating: Roger 
Rivest, Field Farm Marketing 
and Thomspons Ltd. 



Other Experiences
• Canadian Suppliers: Pfenning’s 

collect 0.05% of purchase order and 
match 0.05% 

• Pfenning's produce: Pfenning’s pays 
0.1% of invoice.   

• Vendors from outside of Ontario: 
Request 0.1% of invoices but voluntary.  
Pfenning's would pay 0.1% on  behalf 
of vendors who were unwilling to pay. 

• Customers: Pfenning’s customers are 
also requested to pay 0.1% of all 
invoices 

• Pfenning’s pays on behalf of opt-
outs.



Voluntary Program 
• The voluntary check-off contributions combined have generated 

over $35,615 this year from only 5 collectors.   

• This has surpassed OCO’s membership dollars which remain 
roughly $30,000 a year.   

• The money generated has made it possible for OCO to conduct 
this consultation process, host a MPP lobby day and begin work 
on an online directory by allowing OCO to leverage matching 
funds from grants.    

• With greater buy-in, larger amounts of money could be 
leveraged to provide support for new entrants, ag research, 
market development, subsidized organic consultants etc.  



Options in Ontario
Base fees on:  

• Current commodity fees (volume/square footage) 

• % of certification fees 

• Based on net revenue 

• Acreage?  

• Portion of all agriculture (2%? 3%?) from commodity 
fees and/or from general agriculture organizations



Options in Ontario
Could be:  

• Divert 100% of all commodity fees paid to associations 

• Divert a portion of commodity fees paid to associations 

• Create an additional organic check-off on top of association 
fees 

• Opt-in for conventional agriculture and/or other stakeholders?  

• Includes other members of value chain? (processors, handlers) 

• National check-off



Potential Fees: Commodity
Category

Commodity 
Fee

Revenue 
from 

Organic 
Sector

Fee @ 25%
Potential 
Revenue

Fee @ 50%
Potential 
Revenue

Grain 0.44-1.65/mT $85,000 $0.25/mT $21,250 $0.50/mT $42,500

Dairy 2.695/hL $703,441 $0.75/hl $175,860 $1.5/hl $351,721

Chicken 1.60/100kg $48,410 $0.4/100kg $12,103 $0.8/100kg $24,205

Eggs
0.2925/
dozen

$182,571
$0.08/
dozen

$45,643
$0.15/
dozen

$91,286

Wine 
Grapes*

$5.5/tonne + 
7%

$4,191 $1.4/tonne $1,048 $2.75/tonne $2,096

Beef $4/head $9,492 $1/head $2,373 $2/head $4,746

Pork $2.31/hog $32,656 $0.58/hog $8,164 $1.16/hog $16,328

Turkey $1.60/100kg $1,963 $0.4/100kg $491 $0.8/100kg $982

Total $1,067,724 $266,931 $533,862



Create a Stable Funding Strategy 
to Grow Ontario Organic



Questions?



What would this look 
like ideally? 



Take the Survey
• Participate by January 20th to win:  

• Broadfork valued at $200 

• 50% off your next Ecocert certification (up to $600) 

• VIP pass to Guelph Organic Conference 

• A subscription to The Canadian Organic Grower 

• COG’s Organic Livestock book 

• COG’s Record Keeping and Crop Planning for Organic 
Vegetables



Survey
Surveys will be sent following the focus group.  More information can be found at: 

www.organiccouncil.ca/grow-ontario-organic

http://www.organiccouncil.ca/grow-ontario-organic


Questions? Feedback? 
Carolyn Young 

carolyn@organiccouncil.ca 647-839-4030

mailto:carolyn@organiccouncil.ca?subject=

