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October 7, 2014 
 
Ms. Michelle Arsenault 
National Organic Standards Board 
USDA-AMS-NOP 
1400 Independence Avenue, SW 
Room 2648-So., Ag Stop 0268 
Washington, DC 20250-0268 
 
Docket: AMS-NOP-14-0063 
 
RE: Compliance, Accreditation, and Certification Subcommittee – Assessing Soil Conservation Practices 
Discussion Document 
 
Dear Ms. Arsenault: 
 
Thank you for this opportunity to provide comment on the Compliance, Accreditation, and Certification 
Subcommittee’s (CACS) discussion document regarding the assessment of soil conservation practices on 
organic operations. In this document, CACS affirms the need for organic farms to employ soil conservation 
practices that maintain and improve soil health as a fundamental element of certified organic production. CACS 
further requests feedback on specific techniques employed by certifiers to assess organic farmers’ compliance 
with soil conservation requirements outlined in the USDA organic regulations. 
 
The Organic Trade Association (OTA)1 agrees that organic farmers must implement their system plans in a 
manner that protects soil quality and health. Healthy soil fosters healthy, robust crops, and plays an essential 
role in organic farmers’ crop nutrient, weed, pest, and disease management plans.  
 
The requirement to maintain and improve soil quality is also clearly stipulated in a number of areas of the 
USDA organic regulations. The challenge stems from certifiers’ ability to assess the efficacy of each individual 
farmer’s soil conservation plans when applied over the diverse spectrum of cropping systems and locales 
covered by NOP certification. We applaud NOSB in soliciting information from certifiers and the organic sector 
at large to shape a recommendation that will guide and, potentially, harmonize how soil conservation practices 
are assessed through the certification process. We encourage NOSB to consider the various forms of soil quality 
testing currently available to certifiers in order to make these assessments, yet we also caution against reliance 
on testing that may not take into account the complexity of organic systems over the observations made by 
inspectors. We recognize the critical role NOSB plays in advising the Secretary on proper administration and 
ongoing refinement of the USDA organic regulations. This task should be taken as seriously as NOSB’s 
responsibility to review materials for the National List, and we challenge NOSB to prioritize its work on 
                                                
1 OTA is the membership-based business association for organic agriculture and products in North America. OTA is the 
leading voice for the organic trade in the United States, representing organic businesses across 49 states. Its members 
include growers, shippers, processors, certifiers, farmers’ associations, distributors, importers, exporters, consultants, 
retailers and others. OTA’s Board of Directors is democratically elected by its members. OTA's mission is to promote and 
protect the growth of organic trade to benefit the environment, farmers, the public and the economy.  
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developing guidance that will bolster the fundamental process-based standards upon which organic production 
is built. 
 
Testing is a tool 
Soil tests and soil loss equations, like the Revised Universal Soil Loss Equation 2 (RUSLE2) employed by 
NRCS conservation planners, can provide critical baseline data for assessing soil conservation practices. These 
tools can also guide the development of good soil practices that foster the building of soil organic matter and 
soil health. However, testing is only one of the tools that certifiers use in making this assessment at onsite 
annual organic inspections. We also see the need for inspectors to gain familiarity with how to make these 
assessments through observation on organic farms and interviews with organic farmers.  
 
CACS outlines tests and soil loss equations utilized by NRCS to assess soil conservation practices in their 
efforts to protect highly erodible lands and ensure the longevity of American agriculture. These are effective 
tools, and we support the alignment of organic system plans with NRCS conservation plans when possible. We 
caution, however, that these tools, when applied to complex organic systems, may not be dynamic enough to 
accurately assess how effective a particular farmer’s plan is at preserving the quality of his or her soil.  
 
OTA’s non-profit research foundation, The Organic Center, has partnered with researchers in the National Soil 
Project at Northeastern University. This project tests agricultural soils for the content of stable organic matter 
(humic acids, fulvic acids, and humin) with an overall goal of developing a regional reference database that will 
enable agronomists, farmers, and environmental scientists to correlate stable organic matter content with soil 
health and agricultural practices. These tests are provided at no cost, and we encourage NOSB to explore the 
role these tests could play in organic farmers’ and certifiers’ assessments of soil conservation practices. OTA is 
eager to elevate the awareness of this soil project, and would welcome a dialogue between NOSB, The Organic 
Center, and Northeastern University researchers leading this effort. 
 
Inspector training 
The tools used to assess soil conservation will always have limitations, but their objectivity can augment 
assessments made by trained inspectors who conduct annual onsite inspections at organic farms. Identifying soil 
conservation training resources for organic inspectors and facilitating the inclusion of soil conservation into all 
levels of organic inspector curriculum will increase the confidence with which organic inspectors can make 
these assessments, and can help to prevent soil conservation issues on organic farms. We urge NOSB to 
prioritize the inclusion of training resources for organic inspectors and certifiers as it further develops its work 
on assessing soil conservation practices.  
 
Conclusion 
Certifiers are acutely aware of the requirements surrounding the need for organic farmers to conserve soils and 
maintain and improve soil health on their farms. However, the current tools available to assess the efficacy of 
each farmer’s adherence to these requirements may not be fully calibrated to the dynamic nature of organic 
systems. We applaud CACS in its initiative to collect information about the current state of these assessments at 
the farm level, and to explore new certification tools and training for the verification of soil conservation 
practices. We see the building of sequestered carbon in the form of soil organic matter as one of the foundations 
of organic agriculture, and evidence of the role organic production can play in mitigating climate change. 
NOSB should consider how testing of soils for stable organic matter through Northeastern University’s National 
Soil Project can be used as a tool for developing soil conservation plans and certifiers’ ability to assess these 
plans’ efficacy.  
 
One of NOSB’s main roles is to advise the Secretary on implementation of the organic standards, and we urge 
NOSB to take this responsibility seriously. Reaching out to experts in soil conservation, organic certification, 
and organic farming practices is essential to assist NOSB in its efforts. Providing training resources to organic 
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inspectors and certifiers, combined with thoughtful use of soil conservation assessment tools, will support 
organic farmers as they simultaneously grow crops and improve their soil’s health.  
 
On behalf of our members across the supply chain and the country, OTA applauds NOSB in its efforts to bring 
to light the soil conservation requirements within USDA organic regulations, and to provide guidance to 
certifiers on how to best assess adherence to these requirements within dynamic and complicated organic 
production systems.  
 
OTA thanks NOSB for the opportunity to comment and for your commitment to furthering organic agriculture. 
 
Respectfully submitted, 

 
Nathaniel Lewis 
Senior Crops and Livestock Specialist 
Organic Trade Association (OTA) 
 
CC: Laura Batcha, Executive Director and CEO, Organic Trade Association 


