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As the Organic Industry Booms, Grower Challenges and Seed Needs Loom Large
Two new assessments underscore the need for targeted investments in organic research

March 15, 2022—Organic Farming Research Foundation (OFRF) and Organic Seed Alliance (OSA) are
proud to announce the release of the National Organic Research Agenda (NORA) and State of Organic
Seed (SOS). The two reports are published every five years to examine organic farming challenges across
the U.S., identify research needs, and better understand the organic seed needs of producers.

The organic food market experienced incredible growth in 2020, with sales surpassing $56 billion, a 12
percent increase from 2019. The organic seed market has also grown in recent years due to this demand
for organic food as well as a dramatic rise in gardening during the COVID-19 pandemic.

The reports released today provide comprehensive assessments and recommendations for ensuring the
ongoing growth and success of organic farming in the U.S. Specifically, NORA details organic research
needs with the goal of informing future investments that support the success of organic farmers and
ranchers and those transitioning to organic production. SOS details trends in organic seed sourcing,
challenges faced by organic seed producers, public investments in organic plant breeding, and more.

In 2019, OFRF and OSA were jointly awarded funding from the U.S. Department of Agriculture’s (USDA)
National Institute of Food and Agriculture’s (NIFA) Organic Research and Extension Initiative (OREI) for
the NORA and SOS projects. The following year, OFRF and OSA launched a national survey of organic
farmers and ranchers, in addition to a survey targeting transitioning-to-organic operations, to better
understand these producers’ challenges, needs, and perspectives. More than 1,100 producers
responded to the survey and an additional 100 producers attended 16 listening sessions across the
country. Overall, farmer participation reflected the same demographics of those in the U.S. farming
sector as documented in the USDA’s National Agricultural Statistics Services 2019 Organic Survey.

Highlights from the National Organic Research Agenda

“Organic farming has been historically under-invested in, in terms of research, education and
extension,” says OFRF Executive Director Brise Tencer. “The 2022 National Organic Research Agenda
presents incredible feedback directly from organic farmers and provides a compelling roadmap for how
to best support the growth of this important sector of agriculture.”

Survey respondents provided input and perspectives on their current organic production systems,
including the use of regenerative soil health management practices, water conservation, organic inputs,



and organic seed. Findings confirm that organic producers lead the nation in adoption of soil health
management and climate-friendly practices. The 2022 NORA also examines current farmer concerns in
organic agriculture, farmers’ preferred sources and modes for information-sharing, and summarizes the
impacts of COVID on organic producers.

Respondents also shared their production and non-production challenges, which OFRF then

analyzed by region, farming experience, and race/ethnicity. This particular NORA compares the
experiences of both Black, Indigenous, and People of Color (BIPOC) and White farmers, and reveals
BIPOC producers are experiencing many organic production challenges and at a higher rate than their
White counterparts.

In addition to identifying gaps in current organic and transitioning-to-organic production challenges,
NORA highlights farmer-identified solutions and strategies shared during its focus group discussions.
NORA also provides comprehensive recommendations to guide OFRF’s research and policy initiatives.
Proposed investments and focus areas include, but are not limited to, technical assistance, organic
research, and racial equity programming.

Highlights from State of Organic Seed

The State of Organic Seed report is part of an ongoing project to monitor organic seed systems in the
U.S. More than ever, organic seed is viewed as the foundation of organic integrity and an essential
component to furthering the principles underpinning the organic movement. Every five years, SOS
serves as a progress report and action plan for increasing the organic seed supply while fostering seed
grower networks and policies that aim to decentralize power and ownership in seed systems.

The update released today includes substantially more data than the 2016 report, including a deeper
examination of organic seed producer/company challenges and their networks. This and other data can
be explored through an interactive website where users can sort five data sets by region, crop type, and
other identifiers (see: https://organicseed.shinyapps.io/SOSData/).

Organic farmers produce food differently, and that means they need different seed for the crops they
grow — seed developed to thrive without synthetic chemical fertilizers and pesticides, and adapted to
their local climate and soil conditions. Organic seed is also a regulatory requirement. The USDA’s
National Organic Program requires the use of organic seed when commercially available.

Unfortunately, OSA’s recent findings show no meaningful improvement in organic producers using more
organic seed compared to five years ago. This lack of progress puts at risk the viability of the organic
seed industry and the integrity of the organic label. In particular, the largest organic operations still use
relatively little organic seed, and data suggests that organic certifiers’ enforcement of the organic seed
requirement could be strengthened.

However, OSA’s data points to progress in other areas, including public investments going toward
organic plant breeding and other organic seed research initiatives. More than $39 billion have been
invested in these types of projects in the last five years alone. This represents the largest public
investment in organic seed systems that OSA has ever recorded. More organic plant breeders are having
success releasing new varieties as well.



“The findings are clear, and they underscore the urgent need to modernize organic seed policy, support
the success of existing and new seed producers, and confront the dire risks climate change poses to our
seed supply,” says OSA’s Kiki Hubbard, lead author of the report.

Each report is available online at www.ofrf.org/research/nora/ and www.stateoforganicseed.org/.
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About Organic Farming Research Foundation

Organic Farming Research Foundation (OFRF) works to foster the improvement and widespread
adoption of organic farming systems. OFRF cultivates organic research, education, and federal policies
that bring more farmers and acreage into organic production.

http://www.ofrf.org/

About Organic Seed Alliance

Organic Seed Alliance (OSA) works nationally to advance ethical seed solutions to meet food and
farming needs in a changing world. Through research, education, and advocacy, OSA fosters organic
seed systems that are democratic and just, support human and environmental health, and deliver
genetically diverse and regionally adapted seed to farmers.

https://seedalliance.org/




