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 We’ve all seen the two bags of lettuce sitting side by side in 
the grocery store, one with the little green and white symbol that 
says “USDA Organic” and one without. Most of us make our deci-
sion based on cost and what we perceive as the benefi ts (or lack 
of benefi ts) of eating organic foods. The problem is that that per-
ception is many times based on the limited understanding that an 
organic food was grown without synthetic pesticides and fertilizers. 
A better understanding of what’s really involved in getting USDA 
Organic certifi cation could help us, the consumers, make informed 
choices.
  The defi nition and purpose of USDA Organic certifi cation is 
fairly simple. All that “USDA Organic” symbol really means is that 
it meets the set of standards the U.S. Department of Agriculture, 
specifi cally its National Organic Program, has set for farms, wild crop harvesting, or handling operations 
that want to sell their products as organically produced. It was a long road to establishing a system of regu-
lation, but as of October 2002, all certifi ers and all producers, processors and handlers who want to market 
their products as organic are required to be in full compliance (www.attra.ncat.org/attra-pub/organic_certi-
fi cation.html).
  So what does “full compliance” mean? A good way to answer that question is to come along for the 
ride as St. Johns County farmers Francisco Arroyo and Vivan Bayona work to certify KYV Farm (www.
kyvfarm.com). There are a mind-blowing number of regulations and requirements that vary according to an 
almost-as-mind-blowing variety of factors – one of them being what kind of production operation you want 
to certify – but it’s basically a fi ve-step process.
  First, the farmer has to choose a certifi er. These third-party organizations, whether state agriculture 
departments or private entities, must be accredited by the National Organic Program to ensure that they 
understand and are using the same national standards. Cost was a major factor in KYV’s choice. “There are 
two certifi ers in Florida right now,” Francisco says. “The one guy got really expensive because he charged 
you for every visit, every extra item that you label, and this other guy that I’m using, since he’s new, he’s 
giving me a fl at fee rate, which is good.” His decision went a little faster because of the limited number of 
certifi ers in the state. In California, there are currently 11 certifi ers. Some only certify handlers, some only 
certify certain kinds of production operations, and so on. The farmer also has to weigh considerations such 
as the reputation of the certifying organization as part of the decision. “At least the guys here in Florida are 
very reputable,” Francisco says, “because there are some certifi ers in California that lost their accreditation 
because of the way they were doing business.”
  Once the certifi er has been chosen, the farmer requests an application packet and pays the application 

The Organic 
Adventurer
The road to USDA Organic Certifi cation 

By AnnA rABhAn

(continued on page 12)

Produce from local CSA farm KYV will soon be USDA Organic certifi ed



12 APRIL 2011  |  eu jacksonville monthly 

fee (the first of many, many fees) if there is one. Fortunately, KYV was able to get help from someone with 
a lot of experience. “If you do this by yourself, it can be overwhelming,” Francisco says. A small sample 
of the information the farmer might have to provide includes soil fertility planning, weed and pest manage-
ment practices, storage and handling routines, soil and water tests, farm maps, crop and input histories, 
strategies for preventing contamination by prohibited substances and non-organic products – the list goes 
on. “All my equipment has to be listed,” says Francisco, “and I have to keep two sprayers if I’m going to 
have conventional and organic acreage, even when I spray the same biologicals on both. That’s an expense 
we’re going to have to have.” Upon submission of the application, the farmer might sign a licensing agree-
ment with the certifier and pay another fee. The certifying agency then reviews the application and requests 
any additional information it may need. This is called the “completeness review.” If that information in-
cludes more soil tests and the like, the farmer pays the fees for those tests. There may also be a charge for 
re-submitting the application. KYV just finished this step.
  After the certifier decides the application is complete, they send out an inspector for the on-farm 
inspection. The inspector is there to verify that the farm actually does operate according to the information 
in its application. Everything down to the last shovel is inspected, and risks for contamination by prohibited 
substances or commingling with non-organic products are assessed. The inspector reviews records of 
management practices, seed sources – in short, everything. The meticulous record keeping required has 
also necessitated another major expense for KYV. “We’re going to change the CSA management tool,” Fran-
cisco says. “We’re going to go with [Internet-based] Farmigo. They have a section in the program I can use 
to record all of my inputs and everything I need to provide for the inspector every year.” He’s hoping their 
inspection will happen by the end of April.
  One specific, basic requirement that seems to stop a lot of growers from pursuing certification is, as 
explained by the National Sustainable Agriculture Information Service, that “prohibited substances (syn-
thetic fertilizers and pesticides, etc.) must not have been used on the land for three full years preceding 
harvest of the first organic crop.” That’s one reason KYV uses organic practices on all 80 acres, not just 
the 20 they’re hoping to certify. “Little by little, I think we’re going to be able to move some of that land into 
organic,” Francisco says. If the inspector is contracted by the certifying agency, there may be an additional 
fee the farmer pays for the inspection or the cost may have been included in what the farmer initially paid 
the agency. The inspector and farmer sign an inspection affidavit, and the inspector reviews any non-com-
pliance issues identified with the farmer before finally submitting his or her report to the certifier.
  The last step is the final review. The certifier reviews the application and inspection report and can 
take one of four steps: approve certification, meaning that the farmer can begin marketing his or her 
products as organic and using the USDA Organic seal; request more information; notify the producer of 
noncompliance, meaning that certification will be granted if certain things are done or changed; or deny 
certification. The farmer can then anticipate yearly certification renewals, each requiring reinspection.
  It’s worth noting that the fees mentioned were general possibilities, and there’s a good reason specific 
dollar amounts are absent. The fee structure for the certification process can be ridiculously complex. In 
addition to the administrative fees mentioned, there can also be additional fees based on any combination 
of acreage, annual sales, type of crop, type of processing or handling that goes on – you get the idea. So 
unless a farmer finds a certifier willing to charge a flat rate like KYV has, one really can’t say, “It costs X 
amount of money to get certified.” It is apparent, however, from looking at examples of fees charged that 
it is quite costly. That’s one reason why many farmers, even ones who already use organic practices like 
Francisco, don’t pursue certification and why, of the ones who do, many only certify a portion of their acre-
age. “Once you pass the 20-acre mark, the price [for certification] increases considerably,” says Francisco.
  In considering getting certified, the farmer who already uses organic practices has to balance whether 
his or her customers are comfortable or want assurance with the costs of being able to market products as 
organic (which may have to be passed on to the consumer) and the hassle of getting, and staying, certified. 
Francisco analogizes, “People know what we do, but some people really need that piece of paper. It’s like 
your bachelor’s degree; you can have 15 years of experience but if you don’t have your bachelor’s degree, 
you don’t get paid for it.” So the next time the choice of organic, certified organic or conventional presents 
itself, you can make it armed with a better understanding of how that USDA Organic label got there and 
what it means.
 
Please email your questions, comments or suggestions to anna@eujacksonville.com.
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 These days people are more conscious about where their food comes from. Individuals are 
making an effort to buy local produce because it’s fresher, more eco-friendly and it supports the lo-
cal economy rather than some far-off country. But these farms need to count on more than just the 
whims of the local population. They can’t grow too much of anything without knowing for sure that 
it’s going to be purchased. That’s where local restaurants come in. As more restaurants such as 
‘town, Taverna, Matthew’s and Bistro Aix order more from local farms, those farmers can provide 
more because they know they’ll have a market for it. Since these farms also set up booths at local 
farmers markets, the individual also benefits because there are more farms and the farms can grow 
a few unusual crops without worrying about losing their thin profit margin.
  At the Toyota sponsored Farm to 
Table event, restaurants paired up with 
local farms, whipping up dishes for the 
patrons at the Riverside Arts Market on 
March 12th. Participating restaurants 
included Bistro AIX, Burrito Gallery, Capital 
Grille, Chew, Fionn MacCool’s, Marker 32, 
Orsay, Speckled Hen Taverna and Uptown 
Market. Not only did these restaurants 
create dishes with ingredients from local 
farms for this event, but they also use 
these products for dishes on their menu.
  Restaurants choose local farms for 
a lot of reasons. First, it’s because their produce doesn’t travel, giving them several benefits-- the 
quality of the produce doesn’t lose anything by traveling, they aren’t paying extra for shipping and 
they support local farms. “In these tough financial times we see businesses closing daily and I 
believe it has never been more important to support your local businesses,” says Kiley Efron of 
Taverna. Another benefit is knowing exactly what goes into the meat and produce. They can visit 
these farms, making sure that the items are sustainable and are grown organically.
  Certain items can’t be local because they just don’t grow well here. You won’t find excellent 
pears, for example, within a 100 mile radius of Jacksonville. Restaurants are always interested 
price and quality, so they go local when the quality of the item is best on a local level and isn’t out-
rageously expensive. If an item is too expensive, the price goes up and less will be ordered by pa-
trons. So this balance is important, because the marketplace (what diners will order at what price) 
partially determines what restaurants will buy.
  Some restaurants are willing to go to that higher price point, as long as they can also offer 
the best in quality. “We feel it is the right thing to do and know that our guests appreciate the fact 
that we are making these decisions to bring them the very best we can get,” says Chef Tom Gray, 
Executive Chef and Partner of Bistro AIX. “The difference it can make not only in the flavors but also 
the nutritive value of the foods is considerable, not to mention the benefits to the planet by choosing 
to support local and sustainable producers.”
  You can support local farms by choosing to eat out at one of these local restaurants and pay-
ing close attention to who provides what on the menu.

tips on eating out sustainably
--Go to a locally owned business rather than a chain
--Look for particular providers on the menu. Generally, when a farm or a provider is mentioned, that 
means that the provider is either well-known or local. Ask.
--Get to know the names of your local farms so you can spot them on a menu. Black Hog, Twinn 
Bridges, Four Hearts Farms, Cross Creek Honey and Sweet Grass Dairy are just a few to look for.
--Ask a manager if they use local farms. If they do, keep coming back. 

Farmer Francisco Arroyo shows off organically grown spinach
 


