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A look at what it takes to be a certified organic farm

By
Jenna Larkin
IVN Contributing Writer

Local resident Matt Molyneaux has been working as an
independent inspector since 2008 around Northern California,
Central and Southern Oregon making sure that rules and regula-
tions are followed by those filing to become a certified organic
farm.

In 2003 Molyneaux took a training course provided through
an organization called International Organic Inspectors Associa-
tion. The four-day course provided future organic inspectors with
the knowledge to be able to go out into the field and properly
inspect a farm applying for certification, followed by an exam
lasting approximately half a day. In order to be able to attend the
class, a person must have certain prerequisites; having some sort
of experience in organic farming or code enforcement.

“Taking this class was really one more level of credentials
for me,” said Molyneaux, who has a degree in horticulture.

In 2002, the United States Department of Agriculture
(USDA) took over the organic certification process, implement-
ing new rules and regulations towards the certification of organic
farming. Molyneaux took the class in 2003, during which time
all current organic inspectors were required to become re-certi-
fied. In 2009, Molyneaux was able to leave his full time job,
which included a five-days-a-week commute, and inspect farms
applying for organic certification part-time.

On average, Molyneaux inspects 40 to 50 farms annually
beginning in March. But, with organic farming becoming more
popular, Molyneaux will inspect up to 80 farms this year. Mo-
lyneaux inspects various types of farms almost all year. He in-
spects everything from orchards to hay fields; vegetable farms
are normally inspected during the spring and early summer. Or-
chard inspections start around mid to late summer, either during
or after the harvest season. Some inspections occur during the
winter. These inspections, however, usually consist of audits of
the selling and production records of individual farms after the
fields and orchards have been completely harvested and are pre-
pared for winter. Inspections take Molyneaux all over Oregon
and to Northern California.

Some of the benefits of being an independent inspector
are only working five to six days a week, traveling two of those
days while the rest consists of computer and paperwork. Another
positive benefit is being able to spend more time with his family,
whereas a few years ago that was not possible due to his 40-
hours plus job. One drawback is the copious amount of paper-
work Molyneaux has to keep up for every farm he inspects.

In order to receive a certificate, a farm has to go through an
annual rigorous inspection.

The inspection starts with what type of fertilizers, manure
and pest controls are used. While popular myths entail that in
order for a farm to be organic they can’t use any type of pest
control products, that is not the case. Over the last five to ten
years there have been thousands of products made available for
use. There is, however, a catch of sorts; the products can only
be reviewed and certified from one of two organizations — the
Organic Materials Review Institute (OMRI ) and the Washington
State Department of Agriculture (WSDA).

Guide books are compiled of lists of compost products and
all sorts of sprays that are allowed to be used in organic farming.
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The products have to be made from natural resources. Anything
that is made from petrochemicals or is otherwise chemically
based, such as insecticides and herbicides, are prohibited.

Farmers are encouraged to try and cultivate weeds by either
mulching with hay, compost, cardboard or other natural ways
of getting rid of weeds. The same is suggested for getting rid of
pests in the fields and orchards. It is suggested to have a wide
variety of blooming plants to help get rid of pests, if the natural
methods do not work for getting rid of weeds and pests then the
approved pest and weed control products are allowed.

Farmers also have to submit a fair amount of receipts for
items purchased, everything from worm castings to purchasing
organic seeds for planting. The reasoning is to make sure that
the amount of items purchased matches the amount of food pro-
duced and what is sold. This is in an effort to reduce the amount
of possible fraud. Any farm could claim to be organic, when in
reality, the produce has not been organically certified. Many
farmers have to keep weight and harvest logs, which are exten-
sive records of what exactly is sold

The last bit of the inspection consists of a tour of the land
where the organic growing takes place. The inspector has to tour
field parcels, checking the field health and weed population,
making sure that what is reported is consistent with what is in-
spected. Farms have to fill out what is called an organic system
plan, what the farmer plans on doing throughout the year with
the farm and what is planned on being sold produce wise. Af-
ter the inspector finishes a report, it is sent off to a certification
agency which then reviews the paperwork. The farm is either
certified or is informed that they need more clarification or more
information on becoming organically certified.

For a farmer wanting to start up an
organic farm, there are requirements along
with all of the above inspections. For in-
stance, if a parcel of land previously had
pesticides or fertilizer such as Miracle
Grow, the field has a waiting period of
three years from the last date the fertilizer
was applied before it can be even consid-
ered for certification. However, if a parcel
of land has never had any kind of chemi-
cals applied to the ground or it was used
as a grazing field for livestock, that land
could be certified in its very first year of
production. The owner is required to sign
an affidavit stating that no prohibited prod-
ucts have been applied to the land.

For new farmers interested in begin-
ning an organic farm, Molyneaux offers
consultations for a fee on how to get start-
ed, filling out the paperwork and any other
requirements needed to get the farm up and
running. Although once Molyneaux con-
sults an up-and-coming new farm, he can’t
inspect that farm for at least two years to
avoid any possible conflict of interests.

Molyneaux is often asked if becom-
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companies require an organic certificate from the seller.

For that farmer, yes, it would be profitable to get certified
to sell organic produce. If, however, a farmer only wants to sell
to the general public, at farmers markets for example, then no,
it is not feasible to apply for an organic certification. A farmer is
allowed to sell up to $5,000 per year without having to apply for
the certificate. If, however, profits reach above the $5,000 mark,
farms are then required to become certified. The only downfall
to not being certified, is the seller is not allowed to advertise their
product as “certified organically grown.”

To apply for the certification, a farmer could pay anywhere
from $800 to $1,200 a year. In the past, the USDA offered what
is called a federal cost share program. The program was a sub-
sidy program designed to reimburse farmers classed in the lower
income bracket up to 70 percent of the certification fee. Due to
budget cut backs this year, that program was lined out of the farm
bill, making many farmers re-think the certification process.

If interested in becoming an organic farm, Molyneaux sug-
gests the best place to start is by going to the USDA website
and read up on the rules and regulations for getting land ready
for inspection. He also says that there are multiple independent
companies that work with organic farmers, for instance the com-
pany Molyneaux works for, Oregon Tilth. The company takes
the regulations and breaks them down into a series of question-
naires, making the process a little easier to understand. For more
information on Oregon Tilth visit their website at: oregontilth.
org. For information on having Molyneaux come for a consola-
tion, contact him at www.growingorganic@msn.com or call him
at 541-415-4948.

ing organically certified is worth it. His an-
swer is yes and no. The reason being is if a
farmer plans on selling commercially, say
to Ashland Co-Op or Gooseberries, those
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Hope Mountain Organic Garlic owner Cat Moresco and Matt
Molyneaux at the Cave Junction Farmers Market Friday, October 11.
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