
Is Organic An  
Option For Me?
Information on Organic Agriculture  
for Farmers, Ranchers,  
and Businesses

This brochure provides an overview of the USDA 
organic regulations and how USDA supports organic 
DJULFXOWXUH��,W�LQFOXGHV�LQIRUPDWLRQ�RQ�JHWWLQJ�FHUWLÀHG��
funding opportunities, and educational resources.
For more information, visit www.ams.usda.gov/organicinfo or, if 
viewing this brochure online, use the  icons in each section.
USDA is an equal opportunity provider and employer

April 2015



1 Is Organic an Option for Me?

What Is Organic?
Organic is a labeling term for food or other agricultural 
products that have been produced according to the USDA 
organic regulations. These standards require the use of 
cultural, biological, and mechanical practices which support 
the cycling of on-farm resources, promote ecological balance, 
and conserve biodiversity. This means that organic operations 
must maintain or enhance soil and water quality, while also 
conserving wetlands, woodlands, and wildlife.
USDA standards recognize four categories of organic 
production:  

 ¬ Crops. Plants grown to be harvested as food, livestock feed, 
RU�ÀEHU�RU�XVHG�WR�DGG�QXWULHQWV�WR�WKH�ÀHOG�

 ¬ Livestock. Animals that can be used for food or in the 
SURGXFWLRQ�RI�IRRG��ÀEHU��RU�IHHG�

 ¬ Processed/multi-ingredient products. Items that have been 
handled and packaged (e.g., chopped carrots) or combined, 
processed, and packaged (e.g., bread or soup).

 ¬ Wild crops. Plants from a growing site that is not cultivated.



Is the organic industry a growing market?
Yes. Organic sales more than tripled between 2002-2010. 
From 2009 to 2010. U.S. organic food sales have shown 
double-digit growth during most years since the 1990s. 

What does the USDA organic seal mean?
7KH�86'$�RUJDQLF�VHDO�LQGLFDWHV�WKDW�D�SURGXFW�LV�FHUWLÀHG�
organic. Processed products must contain at least 95 
percent organic ingredients to use the seal.  

Can I use the USDA organic seal?
,I�\RXU�SURGXFW�LV�QRW�FHUWLÀHG�RUJDQLF�E\�D�86'$�DFFUHGLWHG�
certifying agent, you may not use the USDA organic seal. If 
\RXU�SURGXFW�LV�FHUWLÀHG�RUJDQLF��WKHQ�\RXU�FHUWLI\LQJ�DJHQW�
will be able to tell you whether you can use the seal.

Are there USDA programs that would  
support me?
Yes. Organic operations are not excluded from any USDA 
SURJUDPV��DQG�VHYHUDO�SURJUDPV�DUH�VSHFLÀF�WR�WKH�QHHGV�
of the organic sector. 

Who can help me with my organic  
business plan?
7KH�86'$·V�1HZ�DQG�%HJLQQLQJ�)DUPHU�ZHEVLWH�KDV�PDQ\�
resources to help farmers manage their business. 
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http://www.ams.usda.gov/NOPOrganicSeal
http://www.usda.gov/organic
http://www.usda.gov/newfarmers
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&HUWLÀFDWLRQ
$OO�RSHUDWLRQV�ZLWK�PRUH�WKDQ��������LQ�DQQXDO�RUJDQLF�VDOHV�
PXVW�EH�FHUWLÀHG��7KH�FHUWLÀFDWLRQ�SURFHVV�YHULÀHV�WKDW�D�IDUP�
or handling facility complies with organic regulations and allows 
products to be represented as organic. 
To become certified, producers submit an application for 
organic certification to a USDA-accredited certifying agent.  
This application includes:

 ¬ $�GHWDLOHG�GHVFULSWLRQ�RI�WKH�RSHUDWLRQ�WR�EH�FHUWLÀHG�

 ¬ A history of substances applied to land during the previous 
��\HDUV�

 ¬ 7KH�RUJDQLF�SURGXFWV�JURZQ��UDLVHG��RU�SURFHVVHG��DQG

 ¬ A written Organic System Plan describing the practices and 
substances to be used.
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2UJDQLF�&HUWLÀFDWLRQ�3URFHVV
The USDA accredits State departments of agriculture and private 
organizations around the world to serve as certifying agents. 
&HUWLI\LQJ�DJHQWV�ÀUVW�UHYLHZ�WKH�ZULWWHQ�DSSOLFDWLRQ�LQ�RUGHU�WR�HQVXUH�
that practices comply with organic 
regulations. An inspector then 
conducts an on-site inspection 
RI� WKH� DSSOLFDQW·V� RSHUDWLRQ��
Afterward, the certifying agent 
UHYLHZV� WKH� LQVSHFWRU·V� UHSRUW��
If the written application and the 
on-site inspection show that all 
practices comply with organic 
regulations, the agent grants 
FHUWLÀFDWLRQ�WR�WKH�RSHUDWRU��
To learn more about the 
FHUWLÀFDWLRQ�SURFHVV��
YLVLW�WKH�1DWLRQDO�2UJDQLF�
3URJUDP·V�ZHEVLWH��

Annual 
5HFHUWLÀFDWLRQ�

Process

Producer or handler 
DGRSWV�RUJDQLF�SUDFWLFHV��
submits application and 
fees to certifying agent

Certifying agent reviews 
the application and the 
LQVSHFWRU·V�UHSRUW�WR�

determine if the applicant 
complies with USDA 
organic regulations

Inspector conducts an 
on-site inspection of the 
DSSOLFDQW·V�RSHUDWLRQ

Certifying agents review 
applications to verify that 

practices comply with 
USDA organic regulations

Certifying agent issues 
RUJDQLF�FHUWLÀFDWH

Certifying agent 
reviews the 

application and 
WKH�LQVSHFWRU·V�

report to 
determine if the 

applicant still 
complies with 
USDA organic 

regulations

Inspector 
conducts 
an on-site 
inspection 

of the 
DSSOLFDQW·V�
operation

Producer or 
handler provides 
annual update to 
certifying agent


