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The Transition to Organic 
The NOP, Farm Plans, Inspections and Certification 

 
Aaron Zeis, Administrative Director 

Indiana Certified Organic 
317-539-4317 

icodirector@earthlink.net 
http://members.iquest.net/~cvof/ico/ 

 
For many farmers, the transition to certified organic farming may seem daunting, but with a basic 
understanding of organic regulations and good recordkeeping, the process can go over smoothly. This 
session will provide an overview of organic regulations and the tools necessary to prepare the farm for 
inspection and the first organic harvest. 
 
“Transition” means: 
The 3 year period in which an operation is managed in accordance with the organic regulations, prior to 
its being certified.  
 
“Organic” means: 
Raised or handled under an Organic System Plan as agreed upon and approved by an operation and a 
USDA Accredited Certifying Agent. 
 
There is one consistent organic standard in the US:  Code of Federal Regulations (CFR) 205 
 
CFR 205 Crop production regulations covered in this session include: 
 

§ 205.202  Land requirements 
§ 205.105 Allowed and prohibited substances, methods, and ingredients in organic   

    production and handling 
§ 205.203 Soil fertility and crop nutrient management practice standard 
§ 205.204 Seeds and planting stock practice standard  
§ 205.205 Crop rotation practice standard 
§ 205.206 Crop pest, weed, and disease management practice standard 

 
Do I need to be certified? 
Except for operations exempt or excluded, each production or handling operation or specified portion of a 
production or handling operation that produces or handles crops, livestock, livestock products, or other 
agricultural products that are intended to be sold, labeled, or represented as "100 percent organic," 
"organic," or "made with organic (specified ingredients or food group(s))" must be certified. 
 
Am I ready for transition?  

Do I have land that is eligible for certification or that can be put into transition? 
Do I have the resources in place to convert?  
What are my reasons for entering transition? 



Eligible Land 
Prohibited practices and materials must not be used for 3 years on land to be certified 
All or part of a farm can be organic 
Cash crops can be raised and sold during transition.  (In some cases a premium price is offered for 

transitional crops.) 
 
The Organic System Plan 
The roots of organic farming and certification are based in the philosophy of building and protecting soil 
and water quality and the creation of balance of the natural systems on the farm.  This is reflected in the 
regulatory requirement for an organic system plan (OSP):   
    §§ 205.106-205.199  
 
§ 205.201 Organic production and handling system plan. 
The producer or handler of a production or handling operation, intending to sell, label, or represent 
agricultural products as organic must develop an organic production or handling system plan that is 
agreed to by the producer or handler and an accredited certifying agent. An organic system plan must 
meet the requirements set forth in this section for organic production or handling.  
 
§ 205.103 Recordkeeping by certified operations 
A certified operation must maintain records concerning the production, harvesting, and handling of 
agricultural products that are or that are intended to be sold, labeled, or represented as  organic. 
 
 
Resources  
 
USDA National Organic Program      www.ams.usda.gov/nop 
ATTRA     1-800-346-9140               or  www.attra.org 
Organic Farm Research Foundation      www.ofrf.org 
Organic Farmer’s Agency for Relationship Marketing (OFARM)  www.ofarm.org 
Midest Organic Farmer’s Cooperative (MOFC)  www.midwestorganic.com 

 
 



 
 
 
 
 
 

Choosing a Certifier in Michigan and the Midwest 
 

Colleen Collier and Vick Morrone 
 
When deciding if you should have your farm certified organic there are some important decisions you 
need to consider. Perhaps you are considering organic farming as a way to get into a new market or you 
believe it will be good for you and your workers not to have to depend on organophosphate pesticides; 
whatever the reason, you need to make a commitment to ride it out, learn and understand your farm 
system if you want to see success.  Certification of a farm is a way to support the integrity of the organic 
label. The regulations are a standard created by the United States Department of Agriculture (USDA) 
federal government to serve as a way organic farmers across the US can produce a consistent and high 
quality product.  An organic agriculture certifying agency will assist you to understand and carry out 
these regulations so in the end, the product you offer to a customer can be labeled as “organic”.   
Selecting the right certifying agency depends on a several characteristics of your farm such as what does 
it produce, how do you expect to market the products, and the volume you expect to sell. Once you match 
the right certifying agency up with your farm then you can plan on spending 4-6 hours with an inspector 
to explain your farm and how you fulfill the requirements of the National Organic Program and intend to 
produce healthy, organic produce or products, using a system or whole-farm approach.  Investing in an 
organic farm system will offer you a means to build on the resources you have such as good drainage or 
high organic matter and stimulate potential resources such as enhancing the biodiversity in your soil and 
increasing seedling vigor. A system approach to a living system will allow enrichment and 
complementation of organisms with plant and animal outputs to produce stronger and healthier products.  



Organic Farm Certification --Where to Start? 
 

This summary from several sources and farmer’ input was compiled by Vicki Morrone, Michigan State 
University Outreach Specialist for organic vegetable and field crop farmers.   
 
This guide is to help organic farmers with decisions and considerations about the process of organic 
certification to USDA National Organic Standards, within the U.S. Certification may not be critical to 
your farm or markets but if selling food labeled or offered as “organic” then you need to certify your farm 
with USDA, except organic farmers who gross less than $5000, as they are exempt from certification.  
Exempt organic farmers are required to follow the federal standards for organic production and 
handling.  If you export produce or products outside the U.S.; then you need organic certification that is 
required by the export location. 
 
Information Sources 

 
1. The U.S.D.A. National Organic Program (NOP), www.ams.usda.gov/nop/NOP/NOPhome.html  

regulates U.S. organic farms and businesses. 
2. The National Organic Program list, www.ams.usda.gov/nop/NationalList/FinalRule.html 

indicates what is allowed by NOP. 
3. www.attra.org is a USDA site that offers fact sheets on all aspects of organic farming and 

marketing relevant to the U.S. 
4. MOSES www.mosesorganic.org/ is the upper-Midwest organic non-profit organization that 

offers technical resources and calendar of events pertaining to organic agriculture. 
5. New Ag Network, www.ipm.msu.edu/new-ag.htm, is a production newsletter for and by 

organic farmers and extension educators in the Great Lakes Region 
6.  New Farm www.newfarm.org/ is an on-line magazine and search produced by Rodale 

research institute in Kutztown, PA offering farm related information that can help you identify 
organic farm practices and ideas of how to grow quality organic produce and crops. 

Overall Procedure  

1. Contact and selecting a certifying agency to request their application package. Many 
certifiers provide application forms on-line.  Please note that Michigan State University does not 
endorse any of these agencies. At the end of this document there is a list of certifying agencies 
and their contact information. 

New Farm web site, http://www.newfarm.org/ocdbt/displayCert_choose.php offers a list of all 
certifiers in US and beyond.  You can compare one to another for farm types they certify, if they 
are for profit, number of years they have been certifying farms. 

Some questions to ask when selecting a certifying agency: 

a. Do they certify and have experience with your farm or business type? 
b. What personal service do they offer? Will someone respond to your questions promptly? 
c. Do they have enough inspectors (so you will receive a quality inspection and not have too 

long to wait for a visit?) 
d. Do they have deadlines for certification each year or can you apply at any time? 
e. What is their cost of certification?  Can you afford this? 
f. Do your international markets recognize them, or do they offer additional certification for 

international markets?  
g. What do you get for your money beyond certification? 



2. Complete and submit the application and certification forms. Complete the general 
information portion of the application and the required sections of the application according to your 
type of operation (grower, handler, processor, trader, broker, private label, livestock, or retailer). The 
certification application will include a farm plan with three years of previous and intended crops and 
management.  This information can be used as a guide as you develop your organic operation. Make 
a copy of your documents for future use prior to submitting the forms. 

The Michigan Department of Agriculture federal cost share has a program for reimbursement of the 
cost of inspection. They will pay 75% of the cost to certify up to $500 per certification. Here is the web 
site with the application. http://www.michigan.gov/mda/0,1607,7-125-1567_1600-70307--,00.html  

3. Inspection. Your application will be reviewed by the certification agency to assure all forms are 
completed and there are no obvious non-compliances, which means that the farm is not eligible for 
organic certification in that year.  The office may follow up with questions by phone prior or following 
the inspection.   A trained inspector will be assigned to your farm and then perform an on-site 
inspection with you. It is important that you have your records available for their review during the visit 
and ready to present to the inspector.  

4. Certification status notification. Upon completion of the review process, you will receive a letter 
from your certification agency in the mail.  Some common reasons that you may not receive 
certification is if you used treated seed, used a prohibited substance, livestock that was not organic 
from the last third of gestation or poultry that was not organic from 2nd day of life. 

FREQUENTLY ASKED QUESTIONS 
How long does it take to get certified? 
The National Organic Program standards outline a 36-month time frame for transitional status. This 
time is the minimum time necessary from the last input of prohibited substances or practices. If the 
grower can provide assurance that this time has effectively passed then the land may be certified in 
the first year, but this depends on available records and information and requirements of the 
inspection agency.   
 
How do I know which pesticides and soil amendments are allowed? 
The National Organic Program (NOP) 
http://www.ams.usda.gov/nop/archive/NOSBNationalListDatabase.pdf includes an extensive list of 
possible inputs within the applicable section. This generic list provides a description of the use of the 
input as well as its standing within the USDA Program. There are three classifications of inputs 
identified as Allowed, Regulated, and Prohibited. This classification system is determined largely by 
the Organic Materials Review Institute (OMRI) www.omri.org . OMRI has a searchable data base of 
products they have reviewed. This list is not legally binding but a good reference for organic farmers 
of what can be used in an organic system as pesticides, soil amendments and foliar applications. 
http://www.omri.org/OMRI_datatable.htm  
 
Who will come inspect my farm? 
Organic inspectors are hired by the certifying agency. These individuals receive technical training 
through the agency they are employed. The inspectors receive training and accreditation enabling 
them to perform inspections on operations from orchards and gardens to complex processing plants. 
The inspectors are committed to organic farming practices and are expected to exercise the highest 
level of integrity for confidentiality and professionalism.  
 
 



How much will it cost? 
The costs vary amongst the certifying bodies. Some fees are all inclusive and some are broken down 
between certification, administration and inspection. Each fee is payable each season and may 
change from year to year. Since each certifying agency has their fee structure it is important that you 
inquire prior to submitting your completed application. 
 
What records do I keep? 
You will need to create a farm plan that includes three years prior and three years of planning to 
demonstrate crop rotations, soil building, and bio-diversity. You should design a record system and 
stick with it. What format you use depends on your preferences. You can maintain records on a 
computer data base such as Excel or in a notebook with notes and hand-drawn tables. The bottom 
line is - KEEP records of your farm related activities. Keep receipts and labels to show the products 
you used and their ingredients. All of this information will not only support you to be certified 
organically but will be a guide for farm planning to maximize your input returns and farm yields. The 
receipts will be useful when doing taxes as well. If you would like a record keeping system and have 
access to the internet there is a low-cost record keeping program on-line: www.farmnotebook.com  
for $25.00/year (first month is free to try site). This is not an endorsement for the product. If you would 
like to use a template or see examples of what a spread sheet should contain for organic farms you 
can visit this web site www.ces.ncsu.edu/chatham/ag/SustAg/orgrecords.html produced by North 
Carolina Cooperative Extension. 
 
Records  
Records should include; dates of purchase of any farm input, application date, amount, source, 
contact of business, lot numbers or expiration dates, how applied, which machine used to apply, 
where used (field, barn, or house id) and by whom. During harvest you should include what you 
added to the field for the soil and plants, and what you took off in the way of yields, diseased or 
damaged crop, crop residue and weeds. Basic weather data is helpful to decide about plant, animal 
and input performance. Include observations about the crop, weather, or other conditions that can 
help with future decision-making. 
 
Registration of your farm 
Once your farm is certified you are required to register it with Michigan Department of Agriculture. 
The registration forms are found at 
http://www.michigan.gov/documents/Handler_Application_69057_7.pdf.   This is an annual 
registration due by December.   
 
To be notified when a pesticide in being applied near your farm you need to register with MDA by 
calling Marie White at 517-241-1169 or go to www.michigan.gov/mda/0,1607,7-125-
1567_1600_2559-53043--,00.html.   
 
Here are items to keep with your records include: 

1. Receipts 
2. Package labels 
3. Order forms 
4. Invoice sheets 
5. Plant treatments for pests and nutrients 

6. Soil inputs records 
7. Soil and water analyses results 
8. Field maps 
9. Certificate of organic certification 
10. Repair/maintenance records 

 
 
 
 



 
 
For questions beyond this information about certifying your farm or production of organic vegetables or grain 
you can contact Vicki Morrone at 517-353-3542 at Michigan State University, Dept of CARRS, East Lansing, MI 
48824. sorrone@msu,edu or visit www.mottgroup.msu.edu Michigan Department of Agriculture can also assist. 
Contact Colleen Collier at CollierC@michigan.gov, or visit their web site: 
http://www.michigan.gov/mda/0,1607,7-125-1567---,00.html for information on registering your farm and about 
organic agriculture. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
MSU is an affirmative action/equal opportunity institution.  Michigan State University Extension programs and materials are open to all 
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NOP Accredited Organic Certifying Agencies Currently 
Conducting Certification in Michigan 
 

GLOBAL ORGANIC ALLIANCE, INC. 
3185 TPW RD 179, P.O. Box 530 

Bellefontaine, OH  43311 
(937) 593-1232 

kananen@logan.net  
http://www.-goaonline.org/  

 
OHIO ECOLOGICAL FOOD & FARM 

ASSOCIATION (OEFFA) 
9665 Kline Rd. 

West Salem, OH  44287 
(419) 853-4060 

organics@oeffa.org 
http://www.oeffa.org/certification.php  

 
 

INDIANA CERTIFIED ORGANIC 
8364 South SR 39 

Clayton, IN 46118 Phone/fax: (317) 539-4317 
Email: cvof@iquest.net 

http://members.iquest.net/~cvof/ico/  

 

 
OREGON TILTH CERTIFIED ORGANIC (OTCO) 

470 Lancaster Dr. NE 
Salem, OR  97301 

(503) 378-0690 
organic@tilth.org 

http://www.tilth.org/certification/index.html  

 
 

INTERNATIONAL CERTIFICATION 
SERVICES, INC. 
301 5th Ave. SE 

Medina, ND  58467 
(701) 486-3578 

info@ics-intl.com 
http://www.ics-intl.com/  

 

 
ORGANIC CROP IMPROVEMENT 

ASSOCIATION (OCIA) 
6400 Cornhusker, Suite 125 

Lincoln, NE  68507 
(402) 477-2323 

bkozisek@ocia.org 
http://www.ocia.org  

 
MIDWEST ORGANIC SERVICES 

ASSOCIATION, INC. (MOSA) 
122 W. Jefferson St. 

P.O. Box 821 
Viroqua, WI  54665 

(608) 637-2526 
www.mosa@mosaorganic.org 
http://www.mosaorganic.org 

 

 
QUALITY ASSURANCE INTERNATIONAL 

(QAI) 
9191 Towne Centre Drive, Suite 510 

San Diego, CA  92122 
(858) 792-3531 

marian@qai-inc.com  
http://www.qai-inc.com/1_0_0_0.php  

 



 
 

Michigan Department of Agriculture 
Pesticide & Plant Pest Management Division 
P.O. Box 30017, Lansing, Michigan 48909 

Telephone: (517) 373-1075   
Fax: (517) 335-4540 

 
Cost Share Application for Organic Handlers/Producers 

 
 
 
 

Date 
 

Federal I.D. Number 

Applicant/Company 
 
Mailing Address 
 
City, State, Zip Code 
 
First Name 
 

Last Name 

Telephone 
(      ) 
Certifying Agents (attach copy of certificate or renewal) 
 
 

 
Calculate your reimbursement: 
 

Example: Certification costs were $500.00, you will receive 75% reimbursement, which would be 
$375.00.  If your certification costs were $1000.00, 75% would equal $750.00, so you would only 
receive $500.00, which is the maximum allowed under this program. 

 
 
Total certification fees paid = $__________ 
(attach support documentation) 

 
X  75% (.75) $___________ (maximum $500) 

  
I hereby certify that the information above is true and accurate to the best of my 
knowledge. 
 
__________________________________   _____________________________                       
Applicant (Signature)     Date 
 
 
Please submit this form with attachments:  
 

Michigan Department of Agriculture 
Pesticide & Plant Pest Management Division 

Attn: Colleen M. Collier 
P.O. Box 30017 

Lansing, MI 48909 
 

SIGN AND DATE FORM UPON COMPLETION OF ALL APPLICABLE BLANKS  

PI-226 (05/03)




