National Organic Program - Organic Certification Process


General Requirements for Certification


In order to be certified organic, a producer or handler must:

· comply with the Organic Foods Production Act of 1990 and the USDA National Organic Program Rules and Regulations (Federal Register, December 21, 2000, 7 CFR Part 205. www.ams.usda.gov/nop);

· establish and implement an Organic System Plan, approved by an accredited certifying agent;

· permit an annual on-site inspection;


· maintain all records for 5 years;

· submit applicable fees to the certifying agent;

· notify the certifying agent immediately of any changes in the operation which may affect compliance (changes in crops planted, drift, commingling, contamination, etc.); and 


· inform the certifying agent of all previous certifications and related outcomes.

Getting Certified


Step 1:  Request application


a. Choose a certifying agent and request an Organic System Plan Questionnaire. The certifying agent may ask questions to assess your eligibility and to determine which Questionnaires are appropriate for you to fill out.  

b. Read the Standards and National List of Allowed and Prohibited Materials carefully. Ask questions to make sure that you understand the requirements.

Step 2:  Submit application


a. Complete the Organic System Plan Questionnaire, including farm maps and three year field history for all fields requested for certification, showing crops planted and inputs applied. 

b. Submit the completed Organic System Plan Questionnaire, licensing agreements, and fees to the certifying agent. 

Step 3:  Certifying agent review


The certifying agent reviews the Organic System Plan and accompanying documentation to:

· ensure completeness; 

· determine whether the applicant appears to have the ability to comply; and 

· verify information regarding any previous certification, notification of 
noncompliance, or denial of certification. 


Step 4:  On-site inspection


The certifying agent assigns an organic inspector. 


The inspector calls the applicant to set up an appointment. Depending on the complexity of the operation, the inspection may take 3-6 hours. Set aside time for the inspection.  

To determine if the operation is in compliance with organic standards, the inspector reviews all aspects of the Organic System Plan with the operator.


In general terms, the inspector:

· inspects fields, buildings, and equipment;

· evaluates contamination risks; 

· reviews the operation’s records to insure monitoring and compliance; 

· assesses the operator’s understanding of and commitment to comply with organic standards; and

· completes an inspection report.

The farm inspector evaluates:

· sources of seeds, seedlings, and/or planting stock;

· crop health and growth;

· soil tilth and fertility management, including crop rotation; and 

· pest, disease, and weed management strategies.

The livestock inspector evaluates:

· sources of animals;

· sources of feed and feed supplements;

· livestock living conditions; and

· livestock health.


The process inspector evaluates:

· processing methodologies

· all processing and storage areas where organic products can be commingled with non-organic products

· areas where organic products can be contaminated with prohibited substances

· sanitation and pest management

· packaging and labeling

The inspector may need to collect soil, tissue, or product samples for analysis if there is reason to believe that organic products or inputs have come in contact with prohibited substances or were produced using genetically engineered organisms. 

Step 5:  Exit Interview

At the conclusion of the inspection, the inspector will conduct an exit interview to: 

· confirm the accuracy and completeness of the inspector's observations and the information gathered;

· address the need for additional information;

· discuss issues of concern; and

· review possible non-compliance issues identified during the inspection. 

Step 6:  Certification Review


Once the inspection report is submitted to the certifying agent, a certification agency official or review committee reviews the Organic System Plan, the inspection report, and all associated documentation. 

Step 7:  Notification of Certification
If the certifying agent determines that the applicant complies with the regulation, the applicant is granted certification. A certificate of organic operation is issued.  

If the certifying agent determines there are minor noncompliances, the certifying agent notifies the applicant of the requirements, and applicant needs to correct the noncompliances as a condition of certification. 

Once certified, an operation's organic certification continues until withdrawn by the operator, suspended, or revoked. 

Step 8:  Continuation of Certification


To continue organic certification, a certified operator must:

· pay annual certification fees;

· submit an updated Organic System Plan, detailing changes from the previous year;

· submit information on correction of minor noncompliances previously identified by the certifying agent, if applicable;

· submit other information as deemed necessary by the certifying agent;

· have an annual on-site inspection; 

· be reviewed by the certifying agent to assess if the updated Organic System Plan and inspection report demonstrate compliance; and

· be issued an updated certificate of organic operation, as applicable. 

Denial of Certification


If the application is denied, the certifying agent must provide the applicant:

· written notification of the noncompliance;

· the date by which the noncompliance must be corrected; and

· all documentation which the applicant must submit to verify correction of the noncompliance. 


The applicant may rebut in writing any noncompliances identified by the certifying agent.

When a correction is not possible, the certifying agent provides the applicant and USDA NOP Administrator:

· a notification of noncompliance and

· a notification of denial of certification.


The applicant may re-apply for certification or request mediation with the certifying agent.

The applicant may file an appeal of the denial of certification to the Administrator of the USDA’s Agricultural Marketing Service.

If the certifying agent has reason to believe that the applicant has made false statements or otherwise misrepresented compliance, the certifying agent may deny certification simultaneously with issuance of the notification of noncompliance. 

Suspension or Revocation of Certification


When rebuttal or correction is not completed by the prescribed date, the certifying agent sends the certified operation a written notification of proposed suspension or revocation, stating the:

· reasons for suspension or revocation; 

· proposed effective date;

· impact on future eligibility for certification; and

· right to request mediation or file an appeal.  


The operator has 30 days to request mediation or file an appeal. If mediation or appeal is successful, certification is reinstated. If the mediation or appeal fails, certification is revoked. Revoked operations are not eligible for certification for five years.

If the certified operator has signed a licensing agreement to use the certifying agent's seal, the certifying agent can directly suspend or revoke the operator's right to use the seal. 

Violations of the USDA's National Organic Program 

Any certified operation that makes a false statement or knowingly sells or labels a product as organic that is not produced in accordance with the Organic Foods Production Act of 1990 shall be subject to:

· provisions of section 1001 of title 18, United States Code; or

· up to $10,000 fine per violation.

For Further Information

Contact:

The National Organic Program 


(202) 720-3252   or   (202) 205-7806


nop.webmaster@usda.gov

www.ams.usda.gov/nop
Or:

An accredited certifying agent. A list of USDA accredited certifying agents can be found at: 

http://www.ams.usda.gov/nop/CertifyingAgents/Accredited.html

