
The Organic Certification Process 
         - JEM Farm, Rogersville, TN  
 
Organic certification has the reputation as being very difficult, unreasonably expensive and 
unreasonably time consuming.  Although certification can be an intimidating process, the rest of this 
reputation is largely undeserved.  I have experienced the process over several years and I feel that the 
organic certification process is mostly a matter of priorities and habit.  It is no more expensive than 
writing that big check for fertilizer and lime and no more onerous in the record keeping than keeping 
track of how your plants and fields are doing. Costs for the certification fees are also offset right now by 
a federal reimbursement program that repays up to $750 in fees or up to 75% of the cost of your 
certification.  In my experience, the cost is more than recovered by the organic premium on the sale of 
farm products and in the added customers that certification brings to the farm. 
 
 
 

So How Do You Get Started?  
 

It all starts in the records!  
Do you know how your property was handled or maintained for the last three years?   
Can you assure that no pesticides, fertilizers or herbicides have been applied for the three years 
preceding your application?   
If you know that for sure than you are ready to go.   
 
Your next decision is to choose a certifying agency.   
It would probably not hurt to download the applications from a couple different certification agencies to 
compare the paperwork.  They all adhere to the National Organic Program (NOP) but the way the 
paperwork is arranged may be slightly different.  You will want to call the certifying agency with any 
questions and to establish a relationship.   
 
Usually the certifier is very helpful:  

• In Tennessee, QCS (Quality Certification Service, http://www.qcsinfo.org/ has inspectors and 
provides information on their website or by phone for both TN and NC.    

• In Tennessee many farmers are now using Oregon Tilth for their inspections, www.tilth.org 

• In North Carolina Clemson University offers services 
http://www.clemson.edu/public/regulatory/plant_industry/organic_certification/index.html .   

 
Neither North Carolina, nor Tennessee has their own certification agencies.  Tennessee does have an 
inspector trained to do the organic inspections, but the Kentucky inspectors will also travel to do our 
state inspections, and they try to group the inspections to lessen the travel costs.  I am sure Clemson 
offers similar options. See article at the end about Clemson.  
 We made our decision to use the State of Kentucky because the paperwork is a little less 
extensive (just a couple pages shorter that QCS though) and the fee covers our whole property- QCS 
charges by the acreage.  More acres are more expensive.   We move our livestock around and it is 
important to us that we be able to use any part of the farm that we can get to. 
 



When you look at the paper work, take it slowly.   
When you first look at the twenty plus pages of information that the certifier needs it can be quite 
overwhelming.  One page at a time!   
 Can you answer the question with “daily (or weekly) monitoring” or “as needed”?  Many of the 
pages can be handled that way.  If you do have some sort of a specific method for dealing with a 
particular issue (pest management for instance) describe it as simply as possible.  When it comes to 
managing other issues use as many of the possible solutions as possible- mulch, remove by hand, till, 
mow- for weed management for instance.   
 

One area that is sensitive is compost and garden/field waste.  
If your compost contains any animal products (manure counts, stable waste counts) then you must either 
have a chart recording the compost temperature and it must reach a minimum temperature of 120 
degrees, or you must follow the protocol requiring  a minimum of 120 days between application of 
compost and harvest of product.  It is important to write down when you apply compost and where it is 
applied, and to record when the composted area is planted and what it is planted with (under ground and 
above ground crops require different standards).  If you have questions about compost or any other 
issue, each of the certifiers does provide a minimum of guidance on their sites, or a phone call to the 
certification agency can clear things up.   
 

Be honest about the products that you use and keep on your farm property.  
Look at the list of prohibited substances and be sure you don’t have any of them on your property.  
Make sure that products you apply to your soil or to your plants( for pest control, for instance) have the 
ORMI label or that you have checked with your certifier before you apply the product.  Look for places 
that might be a risk of contamination in your operation- for instance the habit of leaving the tiller out in 
the field at the end of the row- did you consider that might be an opportunity to spill gasoline in your 
field or to allow oil to leak into your cultivated space?  The certification inspector is willing to tolerate 
some messiness, but looks for order and organization as an indication of care in your operation.   
 

Other administrative items you will need to present to the certifier are soil tests, 
water tests and evidence of your purchases.   
You may not need a soil test every year, but you will need a water test every year.  I said MAY as 
certifiers do vary!  Shop around- those water tests can be quite expensive.  County health department in 
NC may do coliforms for a low cost.  If you use city water, you will simply need a letter from your 
water company that shows your water is safe to drink and safe for agricultural use. Water is a big issue 
and chemicals the city puts in them may be a problem for the grower, but for the certifier, my experience 
has been that city water means one less hurdle for them to worry about.   Drip irrigation may be an 
approach to consider instead of overhead if you use surface water.   
 

You should set up one file for all of your soil and pest control inputs.   
If you have any doubts as to whether or not you can use a particular product, call your certifier before 
you use it!  Better safe than sorry.  As you purchase seeds, cover crop, potatoes and onion or garlic sets, 
keep records of where you called for availability and keep all of your invoices.  If you hang on to the 
seed catalogues, you can make notes and keep them in the catalogue as you call for information to help 
you make decisions about your purchases.  Just stuff all of the catalogues with the notes from the phone 
calls into a file with or beside the seed invoices.  Inspectors like to see three seed sources checked and 



OMRI has a seed sourcing service.  This process is not cumbersome since the requirement applies to the 
specific cultivar that you want to grow.  The grower does not need to change cultivars (Provider green 
beans for example) to get organic seed.  We only need to check if Provider is available from your three 
organic sources.    
 

Records do not have to be fancy 
We keep a calendar, and although it gets crowded, we stuff all of the things we need onto that calendar 
and it serves well enough.  Use what works for you.  
Seed and planting records are harder for me, but I write on the seed packets as I plant, and I keep 
shipping boxes- it is easy to date shipping boxes with at least the month and year of planting, and all of 
the seed packets fit nicely into the boxes they were shipped in. The information that goes on the seed 
packet is the date of the planting, where the product was planted and how much was planted.    Your 
certifier will want you to demonstrate that you can track your product from seed source to delivery to 
your customer.  We make notes on seed packets but other farmers use maps and spreadsheets.    
 On the calendar we try to record the same information, with the addition of any soil amendment 
that might have been added at the same time.   Saving seeds is a wonderful money saver and is perfectly 
legit- how much more organic can you get than to save seed from your own property!  Make seed 
packets and label your own seeds too- instant record keeping.  We try to remember to update the 
calendar as we go, but if we overlook a planting, the seed packets back us up. 
 

It is also required that you keep harvest and sales data.   
If you give stuff away to your friends and neighbors write them a receipt- just keep it in your receipt 
book.  If you are selling your product, make out some sort of an invoice.  The certifier does not care 
what it got sold for (as in $$ amount) Note: QCS requires sales records so they can get their cut.  The 
certifier just needs to know that you have some idea of how much you are producing and where it has 
been sold.   The certifier will want to know that you have a system that records where you get your 
seeds, where you plant them, what was added to the soil or used to treat the plants at any given period 
and when they were harvested and sold. This is not an invasion of privacy, just basic information about 
your process.  By the same token, if you throw a whole row over the fence to the pig, note that on the 
calendar.  If it had to go to the pig because it was all eaten up or diseased, note that too.  But the certifier 
is not going to call you on the carpet because you never noted that each week you had given a couple 
overgrown zucchini to the pig; if you miss recording a few items you will be OK.  They want to know 
you have made a sincere effort to record your operation.    
  As far as records that go along with the farmers market:  We have yet to make a template, so we 
are using notebook paper for now.  We record the date of the market, the products brought and the 
quantity brought.  We have some standard prices- on eggs for instance- but we set other prices as we go 
along, sometimes on the drive to the market!  Those get jotted along side of the listing for the product.  
We note what we are bringing back and come up with a total from that and the cash in hand.  Again, this 
is hardly perfect, but it will serve.  When the certifier asks for harvest records- our entire product was 
harvested either that day or the day before, so the market date will serve as a harvest date.   We are 
keeping these market records in with our sales records for the moment.  If the farmers market is the 
primary source of your farm income, you may need to set up a file for each market you attend: for 
instance Asheville Tuesday Market and Asheville Saturday Market.  Of course those of you who attend 
multiple markets, some of them on the same days will have a better system, but this will be enough to 
start with. 
 One new thing we are going to try this year is some limited pick your own berries.  I intend to 



use my pint clamshells to measure product picked and even if the customer is bringing their own 
packaging, we will charge by the pint.  I will write a receipt for the picker in pints, no matter how they 
may be taking their berries home.  I will note on the calendar the number of pints picked no matter who 
picked.  And I will try to keep up with what we are picking each day, no matter how hectic it is!  Wish 
me luck.  This way we should have harvest records and records of where the product went and some sort 
of value. 
 

Organic certification runs for one calendar year.   
You may start the process and work on your certification at any point in the year.  I would actually 
suggest that you start later in the year rather than earlier as there is a spring crunch and it can be difficult 
to get your appointment for the inspection.  I also personally am a little less under the gun towards the 
end of the year, and all of the agencies (soil test, water test) you need seem to be a little less busy.  You 
can of course pay the fees at any point in advance of the actual appointment at your farm.   
 
Right now the federal government has a reimbursement program for the majority of your fees, up 
to a total of $750.  In both NC and TN, these reimbursement programs are administered by the 
department of agriculture.  In TN, Jon Frady is the administrator of all organic programs 
(jon.frady@tn.gov), in NC, Heather Lifsey is the organic reimbursement contact at 
http://www.ncagr.gov/markets/commodit/horticul/ncorganics/  There are some limits on these funds, and 
there is a deadline to submit all of your receipts, so please contact the appropriate coordinator to let them 
know you would like to use this funding.  Work with your certifier in good faith and the process will be 
relatively painless.   
 

Organic certification is a good process and well worth it for even smaller farmers.   
It requires a certain discipline that is good practice and good for your business skills.  It forces a certain 
order to your operation because there is a time line and there requirements to be met.  There are 
expenses to lay out, but many of them will come right back to you in the form of higher prices and a 
dedicated customer base.  Please consider the investment and learn through the certification process.  I 
don’t think you will regret it! 

 
Reference to a book of forms you might want to consider:  

1. “Market Farm Forms” Marcie A. Rosenzweig with Bill Kaye-Blake 
- Available from Back 40 Books, 866-596-9982 or CustomerService@Back40Books.com.  

It   comes with a CD of the forms as well as copies of most for you to simply copy (if you 
do not need the formula.   

2. Also SSAWG and Alex Hitt of Peregrine Farm have a DVD/cd available of similar forms that 
also are for financial management of your farm.  Organic Vegetable Production and 
Marketing in the South, with Alex Hitt of Peregrine Farm 

- This is a first of its kind all-in-one tool, Southern SAWG’s exciting new educational tool 
is packed with valuable information to help vegetable farmers with their enterprises. 
Topics include soil building, certification, transplants, pest management, irrigation, 
marketing, and recordkeeping. Each of the thirteen chapters features extensive 
educational material and resources, along with photos, and segments for each chapter 
with Alex Hitt, North Carolina farmer and educator, showing “How it Works at Peregrine 
Farm.” 

- Available from Southern SAWG : http://www.ssawg.org/virtualfarm.html 


