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This presentation is based on the results of a collaborative survey by Michigan State University (MSU) 
and the Michigan Organic Food and Farm Alliance (MOFFA) to identify the opportunities for more 
Michigan fruit and vegetable growers to participate in the growing market for organic produce.1 It is the 
first status report on organic agriculture that presents data about Michigan’s organic agriculture 
community. The report is presented for use in the development of policy, research and extension priorities 
to support the growth and diversification of Michigan organic production and marketing. 
 
The Profile of Organic Agriculture in Michigan 
USDA/ERS 1997-2005 Data. As of 2005, Michigan has 205 certified organic farmers and 56 certified 
organic processors or handlers. The 45,500 certified organic acres comprise .4% of the state’s total 
farmland. Eighty percent of Michigan’s certified organic cropland is in beans and grains; 2% is in 
vegetables and 3% in fruit. 
 
From 1997 to 2005, the number of certified organic acres in the United States grew by 63% while 
Michigan certified organic farmland increased by 166% over the same period. Michigan ranks among the 
top 20 states in total organic acreage, and is 1st in the number of organic spelt acres, 2nd in organic beans 
and 6th in organic fruit. 
 
In comparison to other Upper Midwest states, Michigan ranks 5th in the number of certified farms and 6th 
in the number of cropland acres. 
 
2006 Michigan Organic Survey Data. The average size of organic farms in Michigan varies significantly 
by farm production type. Certified organic fruit and vegetable farms average 117 acres with an average of 
85 acres under production. The average organic bean and grain farm is 360 acres with 340 acres under 
production.  
 
Most certified organic farmers (63%) farm full-time, but also depend upon some off-farm source of 
income. These farmers provide between 1 and 5 full-time jobs per year, while part-time farmers provide 
between 1 and 2 full-time jobs per year. 

                                            
1 The project, "The Transition to Organic in Michigan - Production and Marketing Constraints and Opportunities," is part of 
Special Research Grant 2005-34333-15581, Sustainable Agriculture 2005: Sustainable Agriculture and Food Systems, awarded 
to Michigan State University by the United States Department of Agriculture Cooperative Research, Education and Extension 
Service.  The survey was mailed to the 261 organic farmers and processors/handlers in Michigan who were certified organic in 
2005. Ninety-seven farmers and 19 processors/handlers returned surveys. A complete description of the survey and other data 
used for this report can be found in Appendix 1 of the report available at www.moffa.org 



  

 
Most of the state’s certified organic farmers (66%) have transitioned from non-organic production 
practices into organic production, and over 75% of them have been certified for 10 years or less. 
 
The most important practices in farmers’ soil fertility management are: the use of cover crops and crop 
rotations, and the use of off-farm manure and off-farm compost. Weed control ranks as the top production 
problem for all types of crop farms, and livestock producers identify the lack of access to organic 
processing options and organic feed as their most significant problems. Michigan’s certified organic 
farmers, similar to others around the country, turn most often to other farmers to deal with their 
production-related questions.  
 
The state’s organic fruit and vegetable farmers, as well as those raising livestock, sell primarily in local 
(Michigan) markets, while bean and grain farmers are active in regional, national and international 
markets. All types of farmers engage in diverse types of marketing and combine direct to consumer, with 
direct to retail, wholesale and contract marketing. Michigan vegetable processors sell primarily in local 
and state markets while livestock processors sell equally in local, state, regional and national markets. 
 
Organic farmers regularly modify their marketing portfolios and only a few fresh produce farmers 
specifically define their marketing strategy prior to planting. Most of them rely upon networking with 
other farmers to identify buyers or markets. Personal relationships, not written contracts, tend to govern 
their interactions with retailers, restaurants and wholesalers. Given the importance of direct marketing in 
their portfolios, a growing number of these farmers are deregistering, or foregoing certification. 
 
Thirty percent of the fresh fruit and vegetable wholesalers and brokers (intermediaries) doing business in 
Michigan currently handle organic produce, and 42 percent are considering entry into the organic produce 
market. Of these two groups, almost one-half are interested in buying Michigan organically grown 
produce. Organic Valley (CROPP) continues to explore ways for sourcing fresh organic produce from 
Michigan. But in response to various kinds of marketing pressures and publicity in the popular media, 
Whole Foods is the only major grocery chain that has started to purchase selected fresh produce from 
some small, family farms in the region. 
 
Wholesalers and brokers identify several constraints on expanding their supply of organic produce from 
Michigan and the Midwest. Currently, they rely heavily on long-standing personal relationships with their 
suppliers (often in California), and thus look for an assured supply from Michigan and the Midwest that 
meets standards in order to change their current network of suppliers.  
 
From the perspective of these buyers, several production challenges tied to the ago-ecologies of the 
Midwest threaten the ability of the region’s farmers to meet these supply conditions. The short and 
variable growing season jeopardizes an assured supply, and pest and disease pressures may compromise 
the appearance of some produce. Finally, the continued easy and relatively inexpensive availability of 
fresh organic produce from California trumps the interest of most intermediaries in sourcing local and 
organic produce from Midwestern farms. 
 
At the same time, many of Michigan’s larger scale conventional fruit and vegetable farmers who produce 
for various types of processing or wholesale markets, and who could respond to wholesaler and broker 
supply needs, express little interest in transitioning even some part of their production into organic. 
Despite the increased global threats of cheap imported fresh produce to their production and marketing 
strategies, these farmers still do not accept organic as a viable alternative that could maintain or even 
enhance their livelihoods. 
 
 



  

 
Discussion and Concluding Thoughts 
The diversified, flexible production and marketing strategies of Michigan organic farms represent a key 
feature of their viability and livelihoods. Yet these same strategies create constraints for intermediaries 
and larger retail grocers. Some fresh produce wholesalers and brokers would like to overcome these 
constraints by helping to create some type of collective marketing arrangements among small organic 
farmers. But in order for such arrangements to work, farmers who have deregistered would need to 
(re)certify and many would need to find ways to accommodate their currently independent production and 
marketing styles to the longer-term planning requirements of the wholesale market. The current, yet 
limited, successes of some farms in working with restaurants, smaller wholesalers and grocers like Whole 
Foods, suggests that the creation of a viable Midwest organic model might be possible. 
 
Unlike the California “paradox” in which organic farming has “replicated what it set out to oppose,” 
Michigan organic remains grounded in a small-scale family farm ideal and agrarian populism. As 
reflected in the evolving and diversified production and marketing portfolios, family decision making and 
shared responsibilities from production through marketing continue to be critical defining features of each 
farm’s viability. 
 
Two approaches might help to overcome some current constraints on the viability of this model. Both 
would involve proactive national and state government policies. One step addresses the problem of 
deregistering by exploring the “criteria for variation” approach that considers ways of adapting organic 
standards to local realities without compromising guaranteed standards. A second invites state 
governments to host roundtables that allow intermediaries and organic farmers to learn how 
understanding more about each other can provide a foundation for creating successful collaborative and 
mutually-beneficial marketing relationships to protect and enhance organic farming in the Midwest. 
 
Selected Recommendations 
• Implement a Michigan-based biennial census of organic producers and processors that would create 

baseline data about organic agriculture in Michigan to guide research, advocacy and policy-making. 
• Assess whether NOP certification costs and bookkeeping requirements, as well as the lack of a local 

certifying entity, create a barrier to certification for Michigan farmers who follow organic practices.  
• Focus research for soil fertility management on techniques most widely used by organic farmers--

cover crops, crop rotations, and use of off-farm manure and compost. Include analysis of a range of 
factors related to these practices such as costs, quality assessment and environmental and food safety 
implications.  

• Develop resources to help farmers organize and collaborate to market and promote Michigan organic 
products.   

• Provide networking resources to link interested organic farmers to each other to share knowledge, 
information and experiences. 

• Assess how tax-supported agencies and institutions can better serve the needs of Michigan’s organic 
agriculture community. 

• Increase participation by organic farmers in government programs that provide financial support for 
practices that achieve public benefits.  


