All About Organic
A quick reference guide to organic
agriculture
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WHAT	
  is	
  organic?	
  	
  
"Organic" is an environmentally and animal friendly way of producing and
processing food. Certified organic products meet strict national standards that
ensure organic farmers promote healthy soil, plants, and animals rather than
unsustainable farming inputs and methods.
Organic involves a set of production standards for growing, storage,
processing, packaging and shipping that:
• PROMOTE healthy soil, plants, and animals
• ASSURE TRANSPARENCY through detailed records and annual onsite inspections
• PROHIBIT the use of genetically modified organisms, synthetic
chemical inputs (e.g. pesticides & antibiotics), and the use of sewage
sludge
What does “transition to organic” mean?

Transitional products have been grown under conditions that meet organic
growing standards but lack either the required length of time for the land to be
free of chemical usage (36 months) or the process for proper certification has
not yet been completed. The commitment to switching from conventional
farming to organic methods is a difficult one. For example, production is often
limited until the soil can rebuild the organic matter needed to compensate for
the lack of synthetic fertilizers. While products can’t be labeled as organic, the
"transitional" label allows consumers to support farmers who are moving
toward organic certification.
To become certified organic farmers and processors:
• Follow a regulated set of strict national standards
• Pass a yearly inspection by a trained independent inspector
• Maintain a detailed audit trail (records!) of their operations
• Create and adhere to an organic plan for their business
• Pay annual certification and inspection fees
Why Does Organic Certification Matter?

Having a direct relationship built on trust with the people who grow our food
is incredibly important. Organic certification doesn't replace this relationship,
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but complements it. Organics is a unified national movement with a set of
farmer-created national standards that mean choosing organic sends a really
clear message about the type of food system change we want.
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HOW	
  do	
  I	
  know	
  it's	
  organic?	
  
On packaged products, the words "Certified by...[name of certification body e.g. Ecocert, QAI, ACO, Pro-cert, CSI, OCIA]" must appear. Logos of a
certification body and/or a national organic logo can also help identify a
product as organic.
For fresh products, produce product codes starting with “9” mean the product
is organic.
If there are no labels, ask retail staff for information, or if you are at the
farmers' market, ask a farmer directly about any organic claims you see.
National Organic Labels:
Canada

Certification Bodies:
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US

European Union

WHO	
  is	
  Growing	
  Organic	
  Food	
  in	
  the	
  Atlantic	
  Provinces?	
  
There are 169 certified organic operations in the Atlantic Provinces producing
a variety of crops
• Majority are mixed vegetable producers, but there are also organic farms
producing fruit, grains, meat, and eggs
• Beyond organic farms, processors such as: organic breweries, wineries,
coffee roasters, maple syrup and nut butter processors, even an organic
flour mill and bakery
Find an organic farmer in your region through our on-line directory!
www.acornorganic.org/resources/organicdirectory	
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WHY?	
  Critical	
  Questions	
  about	
  Organics	
  
What about organic imports from other countries?

Any organic product imported into Canada has to be certified to our standard,
so you can rest assured that even though it comes from away, it's still produced
with the same care. The same labeling rules apply for imports, too.
Is organic farming better for the environment?

Organic farming, by definition, does not use environmentally harmful
chemicals that may contaminate rain and groundwater. Organic farming also
replenishes and maintains healthy, fertile topsoil with rich biological matter,
which does not erode into waterways. Additionally, organic production fosters:
• Greater biodiversity- organic farms have 30% higher diversity of plant,
insect and animal species than non-organic and 50% more pollinator
species such as bees (University of Oxford).
• Less energy consumption- Canadian studies have shown that organic
farming can use as little as half the energy of other farming methods
(Lynch, MacRae & Martin, 2011).
Do organic foods contain GMOs?

Organic farming DOES NOT allow the use of GMOs.
GMO is short for Genetically Modified Organism, also referred to as a product
of genetic engineering. GMO’s are organisms whose genetic make up (DNA)
has been altered in a way that does not occur naturally. Crops are currently
modified to survive herbicide treatment and produce their own pesticides.
Organic Agriculture follows the precautionary principle when avoiding GMOs.
Where do you find GMOs?
Most GMO foods appear in processed foods: nearly invisible and yet almost
omnipresent in the food system: in 80% of processed foods and as feed for
livestock. Eating organic food is the only guarantee that your food has been
produced without GMOs.	
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Is organic food healthier and better for you?

While the research to date can’t conclusively say organic is “healthier”, recent
research shows organic foods produce 60% more antioxidants (Newcastle
Study, 2014).
Organic food is spared the application of potentially harmful long-lasting
insecticides, herbicides, and fungicides. Non-organic food has been found to
have four times the chemical residue than organic food.
Over half of Canadians believe that organic foods are a healthier choice and
many choose organics largely for personal/family health reasons. Canadians are
primarily motivated by a desire to reduce exposure to pesticides.
Why does organic food cost more?

There are a number of reasons! For one, organic production costs are higher.
More labour is required, but also more space - there is a limit to how many
organic animals can be raised in a barn and natural fertility building and pest
management strategies like green manures and crop rotation mean organic
farmland is not always planted with a crop destined for market.
Organic farming is all about the long view. High quality farming isn’t easy and
it’s not cheap. Organic farmers aren’t just removing the use of synthetic
pesticides, herbicides, fertilizers, GMOs, etc, they’re replacing the role of those
toxic items with labour, knowledge, time, and nature’s systems. When you pay
for organic food, you’re paying to build soil and provide habitat and food
sources for other species. You’re paying for high quality food RIGHT NOW
without taking away the soil’s capacity to provide food IN THE FUTURE.
On top of that, organic demand currently exceeds supply. And the price of
organic food reflects the value of many factors non-organic food doesn't take
into account such as environmental protection, avoidance of health risks
related to pesticides, greater rural employment opportunities, etc.
Is organic food pesticide-free?
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Organic farmers' primary strategy is "prevention." By building healthy soils,
healthy plants are better able to resist disease and insects. When pest
populations get out of balance, growers will try various options like insect
predators, mating disruption, traps and barriers. If these fail, organic producers
are allowed to use a limited number of botanically-derived and non-persistent
pesticides. And, sadly, we live in a polluted world, and pesticides contaminate
much of our water, air, and soil, so chemical residues do appear on organic
food but at much lower levels than conventional and not as a result of direct
application.

What are the organic standards for raising meat, poultry and dairy?

Organic livestock standards prohibit the use of synthetic growth hormones and
the routine use of antibiotics. Additionally, all animals must be raised in natural
living conditions appropriate for their species. The animals are fed only organic
feed, and the processing for all meat, poultry and dairy products must meet
organic standards as well.

Can organic farming feed the world?

There are actually many studies from around the world showing that organic
farms can produce about as much, and in some settings much more, than
conventional farms. Where there is a yield gap, it tends to be widest in wealthy
nations, where farmers use more synthetic fertilizers and pesticides in an
attempt to maximize yields. It is true that farmers converting to organic
production often encounter lower yields in the first few years, as the soil and
surrounding biodiversity recover from years of synthetic chemical use.
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OTHER	
  food	
  labels	
  
There are plenty of other food labels out there that make customers' choices
confusing. Some have elements of organic principles, but some of them are not
regulated at all and none to the extent that organic is.
Natural

"Natural" is very loosely regulated to mean "minimally processed", but natural
claims are still made on products that contain only some natural ingredients or
are not natural at all.
Organic doesn't allow the use of artificial flavours or preservatives.
Free-run/Cage-free and Free-range

Free-run or cage-free birds have access to nesting and perching and are raised
in more open barns, but do not have outdoor access.
Free-range birds have access to the outdoors in addition to nesting and
perching access.
These terms are not legally defined in Canada, but these are standard industry
definitions.
Chicken Farmers of Canada and provincial chicken marketing boards do run an
on-farm auditing program, but it only involves a full audit in year 1 and partial
audits on a 4 or 5-year cycle.
Organic chickens have access to the outdoors, perching, and are fed an allorganic diet.
All organic livestock are required to have outdoor access and an all-organic
diet. All herbivores (cows, sheep) are required to have access to pasture.
Grass-fed

Most beef is grain-finished to bring cattle to weight for processing. Grass-fed
or grass-finished beef has had a diet of entirely grasses and hay.
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Organic standards do not prohibit grain finishing, but do require that cattle
have time on pasture and be fed all organic grains. Many organic producers
have grass-finished options available.
Pastured

Pastured animals (poultry and pigs) have access to pasture. Their diet is still
supplemented by grain, but pasturing provides them with space to scratch and
root around, behaviours that are natural to these animals.
There are no regulations around use of this term.
Fair trade

Fair trade incorporates social values of fairness and decency into trade, largely
with imported products like coffee, tea, sugar, chocolate, etc.
Buyers must offer better pricing for producers, and there is an expectation they
will establish longer trading agreements.
Producers must adhere to a variety of standards related to labour,
environmental sustainability, governance and democratic participation.
While there is an environmental sustainability component to fair trade, it is not
equal to organic standards. Look for both fair trade
and organic labels on these products.
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Resources	
  	
  
ACORN www.acornorganic.org
• Searchable directory of local organic products
• Regional events calendar
ACORN Farmshare Network 	
  www.atlanticfarmshare.ca	
  	
  
• Map and directory of organic CSA (Community Supported Agriculture)
programs
• Resource Library featuring tips on how to make the most of your CSA
share and build community around food
Think Canada Organic www.ThinkCanadaOrganic.ca
• "Organic 101" resources
• Canadian organic stats
Canada Organic Trade Association (COTA) www.ota.com/canada-ota
• Organic Market & Consumer Analysis: Canada's Organic Market, 2013Growth, Trends and Opportunities (free download of Executive Summary)
• Canada Organic Retailing Practices Manual (contact them to order)
Organic Week www.organicweek.ca
• National organic product map
• Retailer partnership opportunities
• Regional event listings
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P.O. Box 6343 Sackville, NB E4L 1G6
(street address is 131 B Main Street)
Tel: 1-866-322-2676
Fax: 506-536-0221
Email: admin@acornorganic.org
Website: www.acornorganic.org
Facebook: /acornorganic
Twitter: @acornorganic
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