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Overview 

• Agricultural Marketing Service’s National Organic 
Program Strategic Plan 

• Protecting Organic Integrity 
• National Organic Standards Board 
• Organic Integrity Database 
• Sound and Sensible Certification 



Accomplishments 

• Age of enforcement 
• Pasture rule 
• Residue testing rule 
• NOP Handbook 
• Increased accreditation audit consistency 
• Implemented improvements based on 4 Office of 

Inspector General audits 
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Accomplishments 

• International equivalency arrangements 
• Improvements to the Appeals process 
• USDA Organic Literacy Initiative 
• USDA Organic Insider 
• List of certified organic operations 
• Sound and Sensible Certification 
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Clear 
Standards 

Market Access:  
Local, Regional, 

International 

Protect 
Organic 
Integrity 

Build Technology that 
Advances Organic 

Integrity 

AMS-NOP Strategic Plan 2015-18 

Organizational 
Development 
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Protecting Organic 
Integrity 



10 Points of Organic Integrity 

1. Clear/enforceable 
standards 

2. Communication 
3. Transparency 
4. Certification 
5. Complaints 

6. Penalties 
7. Market surveillance 
8. Unannounced 

inspections 
9. Periodic residue 

testing 
10. Continual 

improvement 
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How to File A Complaint 
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Presenter
Presentation Notes

Anyone Can file a complaint

If you suspect that an operation is violating USDA Organic Standards, you may file a complaint by submitting key information on who committed the alleged violation, an explanation of what the violation alleges, including details on when and where it was observed.

Providing as much information as possible will help our compliance and enforcement division determine if an actual violation occurred and allow us to move forward with steps to investigate.

You may submit your complaint in several ways…by email, phone, fax or mail.



Complaint Review Process 
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
Every complaint submitted to NOP is reviewed and evaluated to determine the next steps in our process

Every complaint, however, is not investigated.

Incoming complaints are reviewed to determine if they are within NOP’s jurisdiction, if the complaint alleges a violation of the USDA organic regulations and if there is enough evidence to complete a thorough investigation.

Complaints that fall outside of NOP’s jurisdiction are referred to the appropriate authorities, like FSIS, FDA or State Public Health agencies.
Next we determine if the complaint alleges a violation of the USDA organic standards. For example, someone may express dislike over a product that has carrageenan in it, stating “I don’t think carrageenan should be in organic foods.”�This instance is not an actual violation of a standard. Our compliance & enforcement division would respond by thanking the complainant for comments and explain that there is no violation. 

If the complaint meets both of the two previous criteria, it is evaluated for one last criteria to determine its disposition: evidence!�The complaint must include sufficient evidence to NOP or its accredited certifying agents to investigate. If sufficient evidence is not available, NOP is unable to move forward with an investigation and we respond by thanking the complainant and closing the case. Where sufficient evidence exists, an investigation ensues…
Certified operations are referred to ACAs or in the case of California operations to the CA-SOP�Uncertified operations are investigated by NOP’s compliance & enforcement staff (these cases represent 70-75% of all complaints)��In all of these instances, we�-  Review evidence,�-  Determine whether or not there is a violation�-  If so, we address it appropriately, and then�-  Move the case to closure (or appeals)




Compliance & Enforcement 
FY 2015 Administrative Proceedings 

Proceeding #1 
Type: Formal administrative complaint proceeding 
Operation: Ernest D. Miller, d/b/a Stoney-M Farm 
Concern:  Applied prohibited substance during organic processes 
Disposition: Suspended land from organic certification for 3 years 

 
Proceeding # 2 

Type: Consent decision and order 
Operation: Organic Food Chain 
Concern: Willful violation of USDA organic regulations 
Disposition: Suspended accreditation for 2 years 
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
NOP prevailed in several administrative proceedings. Cases we highlight include:

One where NOP prevailed during an administrative complaint proceeding.
Due to the application of a prohibited substance, Stoney-M farm’s land use has been suspended from organic certification for 3 years.

The Organic Food Chain had its accreditation suspended for two years for willfully violating the USDA organic regulations.


Administrative Proceeding Notes:
The NOP prevailed in a formal administrative complaint proceeding to suspend land owned by operation Ernest D. Miller, d/b/a Stoney-M Farm, from organic certification for a period of three years due to the application of a prohibited substance.

Through a consent decision and order, the NOP suspended the accreditation of certifying agent The Organic Food Chain for two years for willful violation of the USDA organic regulations.





Compliance & Enforcement: 
Success Stories 

Story #1: Who Needs to Be Certified 
 
Background: 
• “Who Needs to Be Certified” instruction published 
• Number of complaints filed regarding uncertified 

auction barns handling 
 
Success: 
• NOP initiated 11 complaint investigations 
• Resulted in 6 certified and 11 compliant operations 
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
The majority of complaints we’ve received over the past few years (about 70% annually) have concerned uncertified operations selling, labeling or representing agricultural products as organic.

Ideally, our investigations not only bring these operations into compliance, but convince the operations to become certified, helping to meet another NOP goal of increasing the number of certified organic operations.  

Here are several other instances of where the work of NOP’s Compliance and Enforcement division has helped to bring certified and uncertified operations into compliance.




Story #1: Who Needs to Be Certified

Background:

After the “Who Needs to Be Certified” instruction published, we received a number of complaints regarding uncertified auction barns handling, sometimes over a number of days, livestock to be sold as organic.

Success:

Out of 11 complaint investigations of uncertified auction barns, six sought and gained organic certification and all 11 came into compliance.     




Compliance & Enforcement: 
Success Stories 

Story #2: Uncovering Serious Violations 
 

Background: 
• Uncertified operation sells products as organic and offers 

organic certification consulting services 
• In FY 2013, NOP initiates investigation 
• State of Alabama identifies operation’s criminal activity 

 
Success: 
• State AG partners with NOP to investigate operation for 

securities fraud 
• In FY 2015, owner accepts plea agreement; receives 15-year 

prison term and fines 
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Presentation Notes
Story #2: Uncovering Serious Violations

Background: Sometimes our complaint investigations confirm serious violations, leading to suspensions, revocations and/or civil penalties under the OFPA, and even criminal penalties under other statutes. For example, in late FY13, the NOP began investigating an uncertified Alabama operation that offered tomato plants for sale as organic, as well as organic certification consulting services.

Success: The State of Alabama took an interest in the case and determined that the operation’s activities were criminal in nature.  The NOP assisted the Alabama Attorney General’s office in a securities fraud investigation involving the operation sales.  In FY15, under a plea agreement, the owner of the operation received a 15-year prison term and fines under Alabama law.  Successful enforcement against such serious violations further protects the organic industry and consumers. 




Compliance & Enforcement 
FY 2015 Successes 

• Compliance & Enforcement: Overall Summary 
– Incoming Complaints: 549 
– Completed Complaints: 390 

 
• Summary of Initial Actions Taken 

– Cease & Desist Orders: 36 
– Notices of Warning: 121 

 
• Civil Penalties Issued via Settlement Agreements 

– Total Number: 8 
– Total Amount: $1,872,875 
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
The primary mission of the AMS-NOP Compliance and Enforcement Division (C&E) is to bring operations, uncertified and certified, into compliance with the USDA organic regulations. Compliance creates a level playing field for certified operations and assures consumers that organic products meet a consistent standard.

We review every complaint we receive and investigate those that are (1) within our jurisdiction and (2) provide evidence of violation of the USDA organic regulations sufficient to warrant investigation.

In FY 2015 NOP received nearly 550 complaints and closed a total of 390 complaint cases, a record number. Most of these complaints contained sufficient evidence of violation of the USDA organic regulations and thus were investigated. Their closure represents that many more operations in compliance.
 




National Organic 
Standards Board 



National Organic Standards Board (NOSB) 

The NOSB is a Federal Advisory Committee which 
assists and advises USDA. It has  

– a charter with established mission and duties 
– a Designated Federal Official (DFO)  
– Subcommittees and Chair 
– Opportunity for public participation 
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http://www.ams.usda.gov/AMSv1.0/getfile?dDocName=STELPRDC5071577&acct=nosb


NOSB Appointments 

• Fifteen members appointed by the Secretary of 
Agriculture to five-year terms 

• Six new appointments for January 2016 
• Two who own or operate organic farms 
• Two public interest or consumer interest 

representatives 
• One certifier 
• One with expertise in environmental protection and 

resource conservation – Nominations for this 
position are open through October 29 
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NOSB Recommendations 1994-2014 

• Practice Standards 
– 174 recommendations 
– Around 150 have been addressed 
– Outstanding recommendations include  

• Aquaculture (3)  
• Pet food 
• Apiculture 
• Mushrooms 
• Animal Welfare (multiple) 
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NOSB Recommendations 1994-2014 

• National List 
– 101 recommendations 
– 89 addressed 
– Outstanding recommendations are recent and in 

process  
• Sunset 

– 129 reviews completed (previous sunset reviews 
bundled substances into one review 
recommendation) 

– Outstanding sodium nitrate 
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NOSB Recommendations on Hydroponics 

• 1995: NOSB recommended that “Hydroponic production in 
soilless media to be labeled organically produced shall be 
allowed if all provisions of the OFPA have been met.” 

• 2004: NOSB reiterated its recommendation that “Hydroponic 
production in soilless media to be labeled organically produced 
shall be allowed if all provisions of the OFPA have been met.” 

• 2005: NOP confirmed that hydroponic operations may be 
certified organic if produced in compliance with the regulations. 

• In NOSB 2010 greenhouse recommendation, the NOSB 
recommended that USDA shouldn’t allow organic crops to be 
produced using hydroponic methods. 

 
 USDA Agricultural Marketing 

Service | National Organic 
Program 
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NOSB Task Force 

AMS established a hydroponic-aquaponic task force to 
report on the compatibility of these systems with the 
USDA organic regulations and the Organic Foods 
Production Act (OFPA). 
 
The task force will provide a report to the NOSB on 
• (i) current hydroponic and aquaponic production 

methods used in organic production, and  
• (ii) whether these practices align with OFPA and the 

USDA organic regulations.  
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Hydroponics/Aquaponics Task Force 

NOSB liaisons –  
• Jean Richardson and  
• Zea Sonnebend 

 
• Will Allen, Milwaukee, Wis.;  
• Colin Archipley, Esondido, Calif.;  
• John Biernbaum, Ph.D., East 

Lansing, Mich.;  
• Angela Caporelli, Frankfort, Ky.;  
• Dave Chapman, East Thetford, 

Vt.;  
• Marianne Cufone J.D., New 

Orleans, La.;  
• Amy Lamendella, Santa Cruz, 

Calif.;  

• Richard Shultz, Lethbridge, AB, 
Canada;  

• Eric Sideman, PhD., Strafford, 
N.H.;  

• Pierre Sleiman, Encinitas, Calif.;  
• Stacy Tollefson, Ph.D., Tucson, 

Ariz.;  
• Jose Edgardo Torres, Sahuarita, 

Ariz.;  
• Jessica Vaughan, Freedom, Calif.;  
• Jeffry Evard, Plainfield, Ind.;  
• Sam Welsch, Lincoln, Neb.;  
• Theresa Lam, East Brunswick, N.J.  
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Organic Integrity 
Database 



Vision: The Organic INTEGRITY Database  
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The NOP is responsible for the integrity of the 
USDA organic seal.  
 
The Organic INTEGRITY Database is a modernized 
certified organic operations database that will: 
 
• Contain up-to-date and accurate information, 

deterring fraud 
• Increase supply chain transparency  
• Promote market visibility for organic operations  

Presenter
Presentation Notes
The first release of the new INTEGRITY system was launched at the end of September
Modernized system funded under the 2014 farm bill
$5M over 5 years is a significant, but rather modest IT investment




The Process 
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Accredited certifying agents have been highly 
involved and continue to play a critical role in the 
INTEGRITY development process 
 
• A full quarter of our certifiers are participating in 

the user group 
• Over 31,000 operations are listed in the database 

(certified, suspended, revoked, surrendered) 
• Over 175,000 products are listed in the 2014 data 

provided by certifiers  

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Acknowledge and thank certifiers for their ongoing involvement



Release 1 Capabilities 

Certifier User 
Account 

Management 
New Data Fields Scope/Product 

Taxonomy 

Data Upload & 
Download 

(Excel, User 
Interface) 

User Interface  
and Web Based 

Forms 

Public Search and 
Reports 
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
Certifier User Accounts – Will allow certifier uploads of data 
New data fields – Will allow better research to support compliance checks 
New scope/product taxonomy – Once everyone is using, it will provide more structure for search and higher data quality 
Certifiers will be able to upload data in excel or hand-enter online – the new Excel template has been sent to certifier, and we have already received a submittal using the new format – and they’re using the taxonomy!
There is a new look and feel on the public site
In the next month, certifiers will be able to log in and submit updates directly
We are eager for your feedback about performance AND we are continuing to refine the site as new functionality is built 



New Data Submission Template 

USDA Agricultural Marketing 
Service | National Organic 

Program 
26 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
The new template – already in certifier hands - has a core of required information and a range of optional data fields that will be used to support future capabilities. 
The new template allows certifiers to build a data export tools once, but provide data to NOP often 



New Flexible Taxonomy  
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Scope 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Category 
Name 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Item  
Name 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Text Field: 
Other Item 

 
 
 

 
Gooseberry 

 
 
 
 
 

Rainbow 
Swiss 
Chard 

Text  
Field:  

Variety 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Green Leaf  
Romaine 

 
 
 
 

  
 
 
 
 
 

Item ID: 
 
 
 
 

Each 
category 
and item 

has a 
number 

ID to 
facilitate 
mapping 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Crops 

Fruit – 
Berries  

Leaf 
Vegetables  

Cranberries 

Other 

Lettuce 

Other 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Goals for Taxonomy Development:
Multi-level with flexible options for engaging = multiple “on ramps” based on certifier practices  
Use “top down” and “bottom up” approaches – existing taxonomies plus analysis of 2014 certified operations list of products produced
Flexible data matching to accommodate and map to NASS, existing certifier tools, and other trade databases
Provide structure and process to improve data quality and completeness across certifiers
For “Top Down” view:  Reviewed 18 taxonomies: NASS, EU, OTA, Global Gap, Individual Certifiers, Retailer Standards, and gs1 global product classification systems
For “Bottom Up” view:
Mined the 2014 list of certified operations 
Over 40,000 unique items were reported
Sample data quality issues:
Misspellings
Same item listed hundreds of times with small variations of wording
Trade/Brand names and unique product names listed
Package sizes and weights given
Run-on item listings: Grapechickenapples�




Public Interfaces (Basic Search) 
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
Access the new system at the same link you use to get to the list of certified organic operations.  AMS home page under “Directories” in the bottom left.
The currently posted data is the 2014 data that certifiers provided at the beginning of this year, but certifiers are already starting to generate new data.  New data will be uploaded throughout the Fall.  
More information about the system, including a copy of data submission template and the new taxonomy, can be found on the About page – the link is in the upper right hand corner of the home page. 
There is also an advanced search (reached by clicking the Search tab) that provides the full functionality of the old system and will be updated with new search and reporting capabilities that take advantage of the new data



Release 2 and Beyond 

Planned Development Over the Next Year 
• Advanced Search Enhancements 
• Automated Connections (web services) 
• Certifier Profile 
• Operation History 
• Adverse Action Document Management 
• Operation Certificate Module 
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Sound and Sensible 
 
 



Sound and Sensible  
Certification Projects 

• In 2014, AMS funded 14 projects that support 
accessible, attainable, and affordable organic 
certification more.  

• The projects helped >2,000 farm and businesses learn 
about the path to organic certification.  

• Educational resources – videos, tip sheets, and 
workshop materials – will reach thousands of new 
farms and businesses. 
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
See slide for key points 

Examples of organizations that participated:  
ALBA - Agriculture and Land-Based Training Association; 
NCAT – South and West – National Center for Appropriate Technology 
CCOF – California Certified Organic Farmers 
FOG – Florida Organic Growers 
IOIA - International Organic Inspectors Association; 
NOFA VT - Northeast Organic Farmers Association Vermont; 
OEFFA - Ohio Ecological Food and Farm Association; 
WSDA - Washington State Department of Agriculture

Materials will be posted between now and January 2016. 




About the Projects Awarded  

• Awards:  14 projects were  
awarded to 13 organizations 

• Geographic coverage of projects: Southeast/Gulf States; 
New England; Northwest; California; Mid-Atlantic 
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
Projects cover a range of topics for different audiences – candidate farms and businesses, existing organic farmers, and certifiers themselves. 
For example, videos help candidate farmers understand what is involved in organic certification – through the perspectives of real organic farmers and business owners.  
Facts sheets help current organic farmers better manager their records. 
Training workshop and farm walk materials help other organizations plan their own workshops and outreach.  



Let’s Watch!  

33 

• NOFA-VT created 5 videos communicating the 
organic value proposition as part of its Sound and 
Sensible project with AMS. Here’s a preview!    

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Link to video to save on your desktop: 
 ..\..\..\ODA\Projects\Sound-Sensible\SS-NOFA-VT\Final Deliverables\Videos\Certification_FINAL LR_091815.mov

Link to FOG Videos: 
..\..\..\ODA\Projects\Sound-Sensible\SS-FOG\Final Deliverables\Picture Lock Version
 
Link to WILL Interactive Video – Co-created with Carolina Farm Stewardship. 
http://willinteractive.com/play/the-road
 





Thank You 
Organic Integrity from 

Farm to Table,  
 

Consumers Trust the 
Organic Label 

 

www.ams.usda.gov/nop 
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