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Abstract

Washington State has long been a national leader in organic agriculture, yet formal
USDA organic certification has not kept pace with the state’s broader organic footprint. This
report presents findings from a mixed-methods needs assessment conducted by Tilth Alliance
between June and December 2025 to understand Washington farmers’ perceptions of organic
certification. The study combined two surveys (96 respondents, including 32 certified and 64
non-certified producers), 29 semi-structured interviews, and four focus groups to address four
core questions: what barriers keep farmers from certifying, what motivates farmers to pursue
certification, what benefits certification provides, and whether farmers have the resources
needed to transition. Findings indicate that certification decisions are driven less by opposition
to organic values than by a mismatch between certification requirements and the realities of
small, diversified operations. Administrative burden, recordkeeping demands, and upfront costs
were the most consistently cited barriers, particularly for small-scale and highly diversified
farms, while environmental stewardship and personal values were the leading motivators
among those who pursue certification. Farmer-to-farmer mentorship and trusted regional
networks emerged as among the most valued resources, especially for non-certified farmers,
who often perceive certifying institutions as outsiders. Building on these findings, the report
recommends a scaled and tiered certification system, expanded peer mentorship programs,
and reliable upfront cost-share relief to ease financial pressure during the high-cost early
growing season. Together, these recommendations aim to make organic certification more
accessible and equitable across farm sizes, supporting a Washington organic sector that reflects

the diversity of the farmers who sustain it.
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Organic farming, as it is recognized today, represents a long-standing relationship
between humans and the natural environment, cultivating the earth to yield crops that feed
communities, establish habitats, and protect shared waterways. Long before it became a global
agricultural movement, this practice was a way of life for Indigenous communities, reflecting a
deep respect and responsibility for the stewardship of shared land. The term "organic" gained
traction in the agricultural sector during the 1940s, popularized by pioneering figures such as
J.l. Rodale, Sir Albert Howard, Lady Eve Balfour, and Rudolf Steiner, who championed the
relationship between soil health and underlying biological processes (Wenatchee Tree Fruit
Research & Extension Center, n.d.). Through the advocacy of these foundational figures and
their respective organizations, organic farming methods steadily spread across the United
States. By the 1970s, the concept had achieved widespread recognition, catalyzing a collective
push to formalize and structure the movement. Following decades of advocacy by
environmental and agricultural groups lobbying for standardized labeling, the federal organic
regulations were finalized and implemented in 2002. This milestone established a unified
national standard, enabling farmers nationwide to obtain official organic certification through
the USDA and its accredited certifying agents.

Today, the USDA National Organic Program defines organic agriculture as a combination
of cultural, biological, and mechanical practices that cycle on-farm resources, promote
ecological balance, and conserve biodiversity (USDA, 2015, p. 1). This approach represents a
fundamental shift from conventional farming; instead of relying on synthetic chemicals and

pesticides, producers prioritize long-term environmental and human health.

Organic in Washington State

History of Organic in Washington

In Washington state, the organic movement kicked off at the Agriculture for a Small
Planet Symposium in Spokane, WA in 1974. Speaker and farmer Wendell Berry traveled to the
symposium from Kentucky and inspired a group of Washington farmers to unite and take

action, establishing the foundation for regional sustainable agriculture to grow. Building on this

7
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momentum, the Northwest Conference on Alternative Agriculture was later organized in
Ellensburg, WA, inspiring the formation of Tilth Producers Cooperative, who launched their first
local chapter in 1978 (Peroni, 2018). Members of this group created a peer-based organic
certification program and met regularly to develop and refine the structural framework. In
1987, the administration of this certification process was formally institutionalized under the
Washington State Department of Agriculture (WSDA), though the Tilth Producers Cooperative
continued to offer an influential voice in creating and refining the organic standards
(Wenatchee Tree Fruit Research & Extension Center, n.d.). In 1988, Washington state had 68
certified organic farms and approximately 2,000 acres of organic land (Peroni, 2018). In 2002,
the WSDA received USDA accreditation and became a part of the larger, national organic

movement (Wenatchee Tree Fruit Research & Extension Center, n.d.).

Washington’s Organic Sector Today

Driven by increasing consumer demand, today the national organic movement has
expanded far beyond its roots. In Washington State, this growth was initially reflected in
certified organic farm numbers: in 2015 the state comprised 746 certified organic and
transitioning farms (Kirby & Granatstein, 2016), this number climbed to 1,019 in 2018
(Granatstein & Kirby, 2019) and reached a regional peak of 1,090 farms in 2019 (Granatstein &
Kirby, 2020). Interestingly, by 2021, the total number of farm operations contracted to 961,
even as the state's organic footprint reached a record high of 145,237 certified acres
(Granatstein, 2022). This expansion, however, was short-lived. By 2025, Washington’s certified
organic cropland dropped significantly to 109,802 acres, marking a noteworthy loss of 35,435
certified acres since the 2021 peak (OTA, 2025c). Though Washington still ranked fifth in the
nation in 2025 with 1,253 total certified organic operations, the USDA Organic Integrity
Database reveals that only 737 of these were designated strictly as crop or livestock producers
(OTA, 2025c; USDA AMS, n.d.). This represents a decline of 353 certified organic farms across
the state since its peak in 2019. This stark contrast underscores the ongoing volatility of organic

certification and highlights inconsistent retention and renewal rates among local farmers.

Alongside the physical expansion of Washington’s organic farm operations and acreage,
the organic marketplace has grown at a similarly rapid pace. In 2024, the U.S. organic

8
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marketplace accelerated to a 5.2% growth rate, up from 3.4% in 2023 (OTA, 2025b).
Washington State has been a primary driver of this national momentum, generating $870
million in organic sales in 2022 (U.S. Department of Agriculture, National Agricultural Statistics
Service [USDA NASS], 2024). By 2025, the state ranked second nationally in organic farmgate
sales at $1.14 billion, marking a rapid trajectory that included a 29% increase between 2019
and 2021 alone (Rodale Institute, 2025). This vast market footprint is strongly supported at the
retail level, with an impressive 92% of Washington households regularly purchasing organic

food (OTA, 2025c).

While Washington’s organic sector has demonstrated long-term trends that point to
robust market expansion and statewide demands, year-to-year fluctuations in acreage and
active operations reveal persistent volatility in certification maintenance. As organic becomes
more popular and commercialized, stabilizing and strengthening both consumer commitment

and farmer retention within the movement is imperative.

Contextualizing the Study: Research Foundations

Just as the organic movement has grown over the last 80 years, farmers' perceptions
towards organic certification have changed as well. The goal of this research is to better
understand farmers’ attitudes toward organic certification and understand producers' decisions

to become certified organic or not. Our research aimed to answer the following questions:

What are the main barriers to getting certified?
Why are farmers motivated to become certified organic?

What are the main benefits of organic certification?

P w N

Do farmers feel that they have the resources necessary for them to transition to

certified organic?

Our report is not the first to address perceptions of organic certification. In 2021,
Stephenson et al. published a study called “Perspectives on organic transition from
transitioning farmers and farmers who decided not to transition”. This study surveyed 615 US

farmers who participated in USDA's Environmental Quality Incentives Program (EQIP) Organic
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Initiative program to understand what motivates farmers to pursue organic certification and
what obstacles they face. They found that farmers who successfully certified, farmers currently
transitioning to being certified, and farmers who started the process of certification but
decided not to pursue it, were overall more motivated due to environmentalism, sustainability,
and personal health values over increased profits. Another key finding was that certification
cost and recordkeeping were major barriers, especially for transitioning farmers and farmers
not pursuing certification. This study helps to establish a national baseline for farmers’
perceptions of organic certification.

Another resource that gives insight into the current national organic market is the OTA's
“2025 Organic Market Report”. A theme imperative to our research is the disconnect between
national retail growth and small farm realities. Matthew Dillon, co-CEO of OTA, is quoted in this
report, saying "what is happening at retail in organic is not always reflective of what is
happening at the farmgate level.” (OTA, 2025b, p. 22). The report describes that despite
national retail success, farmers are still facing barriers, such as the three-year transition period,
feed cost volatility, lack of processing infrastructure, and consolidation pressures. This data
offers a perspective on the national market side of organic and the struggles that continue to
exist for farmers, despite the market success.

Building upon these two reports, this research provides a comprehensive analysis of the
Washington organic market and landscape to discern agricultural producers' perceptions of
organic certification. Although Washington remains a leading force in the national organic
movement, in 2021 only 2.7% of the state’s total farms and 3.3% of the state’s agricultural
cropland was certified organic (Granatstein, 2022). Despite over 50 years of organic advocacy in
Washington and more than two decades since the establishment of federal organic regulations,
a significant gap in certification persists. This report serves as a formal needs assessment
identifying the barriers to certification and unaddressed challenges faced by Washington’s
organic producers. Ultimately, these findings aim to inform statewide initiatives, enhance
farmer resources, and bridge the gap between sustainable practices and formal certification.
This ensures that producers across all scales and regions can fully leverage their commitment to

sustainable agriculture while driving the growth of the certified organic sector.

10
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The purpose of this study was to determine farmers’ perceptions and attitudes towards
organic certification and to better understand the barriers, motivators, benefits, and resource
gaps within the certification process. Multi-modal data collection was conducted via surveys,
semi-structured interviews, and focus groups. Tilth Alliance administered two surveys, twenty-
nine interviews, and four focus groups. This multi-layered research design was intentionally
chosen to ensure that our data set captured a diverse variety of farmer perceptions throughout
the state of Washington. By combining the strengths of qualitative experiential data with
guantitative survey metrics, we were able to triangulate and validate our findings, offering
deeper insights into our core research questions (Ahmed et al., 2024). The surveys provided
direct answers to focus questions, the interviews contributed more nuanced answers that
occurred through conversation with our interviewer, and the focus groups allowed space for
farmers to discuss the questions and build themes from each other's ideas. All three of these
data collection strategies yielded a robust dataset to effectively convey the diverse perceptions

of the Washington farmer community.
Surveys

Two surveys were created with one directed towards certified organic farmers and the
other created for non-certified organic farmers. Designed to be concise, these surveys aimed to
maximize responses rates by minimizing the time commitment and burden on participants.
Methodologically, the surveys served as a reliable and direct data collection tool offering a

standardized format for data acquisition (Sheppard, 2020).

The surveys asked farmers context questions about how long they had been farming
and what market avenues they used to sell their products, as well as a series of questions
exploring farmer perspectives of organic certification and the certification process (see
Appendices A and B for survey questions). Surveys were administered by Tilth Alliance through
the platform Survey Monkey between June and October of 2025. A total of 96 producers
completed the survey, consisting of 32 certified organic farmers and 64 non-certified farmers.

11
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Interviews

Between September and December 2025, Tilth Alliance conducted 29 virtual interviews
with farmers across Washington state. All interviews were transcribed with the Al notetaker

Fathom, and then each transcript was reviewed by Tilth Alliance staff for accuracy.

The interviews utilized two different sets of interview questions, one for certified
organic farmers and one for non-certified organic farmers (see Appendices C and D for
interview questions). The certified list of questions asked farmers for their certification story,
along with their motivation, barriers, and general perceptions of organic certification. The non-
certified list of questions asked about the farm’s growing practices, what would motivate them
to become certified, what hinders them, and their general attitudes towards certification. We
asked both groups whether they believed certification was necessary to ensure consumer trust
and production integrity and explored their greatest overall challenges as farmers in

Washington today.

Conducting these interviews allowed us to get a deeper look into individual farmers’
perspectives on certification. Interviews play an important role in gathering qualitative data
because “an interviewer can use probing comments to obtain more information about a
guestion or topic and can request clarification of an unclear response” (Julie, 2015). In this case,
interviewing both certified and non-certified farmers of different ages, acreages, and

experiences unveiled a multitude of commonalities across groups.

12
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INTERVIEW
PARTICIPANT
DEMOGRAPHICS

Twenty-nine virtual interviews were
held with farmers between September
and December 2025

CERTIFICATION YEARS
EXPERIENCE

Certified Organic
44

ACREAGE

HIGHEST:

10,000 ACRES

AGE
AVERAGE AGE 48
OLDEST 18
YOUNGEST 23

MEDIAN AGE 45

Figure 1: Interview Participant Demographics

MEDIAN: 8 ACRES

AVERAGE: 388 ACRES

LOWEST: 0.25 ACRES
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Focus Groups

For this research, four focus groups were conducted in the fall of 2025. The first focus
group was hosted virtually in October with two farmers in attendance. The second and third
focus groups were conducted in-person at the November Tilth Conference and Farm and Food
Symposium. The morning session included three certified farmers, and the afternoon session
was with two non-certified farmers. The last focus group was held virtually in December with

two farmer participants (see Appendices E, F and G for focus group questions.

Focus groups are “used primarily when collective views and group dynamics are
desired” (Tenny et al., 2022). The purpose of organizing these focus groups, alongside the
surveys and interviews, was to have farmer-to-farmer conversations. The debate and discussion

aspects were helpful in creating conclusions within this research.

14
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FOCUS GROUP
PARTICIPANT
DEMOGRAPHICS

Four farmer focus groups were
conducted in the fall of 2025. There
were two virtual focus groups and two
in-person. 9 farmers in total

participated.

CERTIFICATION YEARS

STATUSO EXPERIENCE
ACREAGE

GENDER

HIGHEST:
AGE 175 ACRES
AVERAGE AGE 54
OLDEST 715
AVERAGE: 64 ACRES
0 YOUNGEST 30

LOWEST: 1 ACRE

Figure 2: Focus Group Participant Demographics

15
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Interviews

Interview data was coded and analyzed using Atlas.ti software through a mix of
inductive and deductive approaches. Research suggests that using a mix of deductive and
inductive analytical practices “allow qualitative researchers to organize the data, maintain focus
on the research questions, allow themes to emerge, engage in theoretical analyses, and ensure
trustworthiness” (Bingham and Witkowsky, 2021). All full-form interview transcripts were
uploaded to Atlas.ti, and an initial thematic analysis was run using their Intentional Al Coding,
which allows users to insert their research questions to guide the Al-generated analysis
(inductive). From there, key themes emerged which were used as a pre-defined code set to

manually analyze each interview transcript (deductive).

Analysis of the interview data was done using Atlas.ti Views, which allows users to filter
the coded data by demographic, theme, or code type, enabling us to draw key insights relevant
to our research questions. That data was subsequently downloaded into Excel files that were

then uploaded into Claude Pro to create coherent visual representations.

Surveys

Survey data was analyzed using a mix of analysis tools from Survey Monkey and Claude
Pro. Quantitative data insights were drawn directly from Survey Monkey’s platform. Qualitative
data insights were drawn by downloading open-ended survey responses from Survey Monkey

into Excel files and uploading those into Claude Pro to run a thematic analysis.

Focus Groups

Focus Group data was analyzed using Claude Pro. Full-form transcripts were uploaded
into the Claude Pro platform, and a thematic analysis was done to capture major themes,

participant sentiment, and relevant excerpts.

16
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For this research, we analyzed the data through the lens of both certified organic and
non-certified farmers’ perspectives, allowing us to see distinct differences, as well as shared
viewpoints between the two groups. We address our four primary research questions by
synthesizing quantitative survey metrics, with qualitative revelations from the interviews and

focus groups, alongside compelling cross-modality results.

17
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Barriers to Organic Certification

Interview Data

Barriers to Organic Certification by Interview Participants
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Figure 3: Barriers to Organic Certification by Interview Participants

Figure 3 depicts what certitied organic and non-certitied organic farmers noted as the
primary barriers to certification. Recordkeeping was the most cited barrier for certified farmers,
with 10 out of 13 farms mentioning this as a challenge. Certified farmers also frequently cited
the heavy burden of certification on small farms and the significant time commitment required
as major barriers. Additionally, 7 out of 16 non-certified farmers shared this concern, noting
that they too believe certification is burdensome for small-scale operations. Non-certified
farmers also cited high costs and satisfaction with their current status as contributing factors

for not seeking certification.

18
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Survey Data

Certified

Barriers to Organic Certification by Certified Survey Participants
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Figure 4: Barriers to Organic Certification by Certified Survey Participants

Figure 4 demonstrates that certified organic survey participants indicated that
recordkeeping is the biggest challenge they faced in their certification journeys. Time
commitment and certification costs followed closely as highly cited barriers— aligning with the
primary obstacles raised during interviews. Market access was the least chosen barrier;
however, these responses may have been skewed due to a geographical bias among survey

participants.
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Non-Certified

Barriers to Organic Certification by Non-Certified Survey Participants
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Figure 5: Barriers to Organic Certification by Non-Certified Survey Participants
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Figure 5 reveals that for non-certified farmers, certification cost, recordkeeping, and

time commitment are the biggest barriers to certification; consistent with the responses from

certified organic farmers. However, for non-certified farmers, certification cost was the most

cited barrier, while certified farmers listed recordkeeping as their primary obstacle.

Additionally, certification maintenance was noted by over 50% of non-certified farmers,

suggesting that many either had prior experience with the process or understood the factors

leading to decertification.

20
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BARRIERS TO ORGANIC CERTIFICATION

FOCUS GROUP DATA

PAPERWORK & RECORDKEEPING
BURDEN

Record keeping was the single most
frequently cited barrier across all focus
groups. Participants described the
documentation process as
disproportionately burdensome for small
and diversified farms.

COSTS AND FINANCIAL
INACCESSIBILITY

Inspection of fees, certification costs, and
the labor required for documentation
created financial barriers that deterred
many small-scale producers, particularly
those with modest revenues.

MARKET MISMATCH

A recurring theme was that the certification
value depends entirely on the farmer's
market channel. In rural, lower-income
communities, the organic premium does
not exist — local buyers are largely
indifferent to certification status.

“The paperwork is not suited for small
farmers. It asks things like how many
acres of a crop are you growing — and
we have 40-to-50-foot rows of oats."
— Participant 6

"It would take some pretty
substantial subsidies or funding for

us to consider certification."
— Participant 6

“In our area, the food co-op in Boise
has been around since the '70s — and
nobody cares if it's certified, as long
as it says, ‘grown without chemicals.
— Participants 1&2

m

Figure 6: Barriers to Organic Certification - Focus Group Data Part 1



kN

22

e
SRR m
TRANSITION TO ORGANIC
PARTNERSHIP PROGRAM

STRENGTHENING ORGANIC
ENFORCEMENT (SOE)

The SOE final rule was published on January 19th, 2023, by the USDA and “the rule
closes gaps in current organic regulations and builds consistent certification practices
to prevent fraud and improve the transparency and traceability of organic products”
(Strengthening organic enforcement (SOE) 2023). Participants who were already certified
noted that recent changes under the Strengthening Organic Enforcement had added new
layers of record-keeping and labeling requirements, increasing the administrative load
even for farms with long-established certification.

"Keeping it up has become more onerous, especially recently with the Strengthening
Organic Enforcement Act. There's a lot of fussy requirements — like labeling

everything organic through every step of the process, even though our whole farm is
organic." — Participant 2

SUPPLY CHAIN AND INPUT

AVAILABILITY "l cannot find a consistent supply of
Accessing certified organic inputs — organic goat feed. I've reached out to
particularly feed for livestock — was many people. During the pandemic |

went as far as 500 miles to get their
particular feed." — Participant 9

described as a persistent and serious
barrier, especially in remote areas.

CERTIFICATION AS 'ONE-SIZE-
FITS-ALL "Should there be tiers? Is there a way
Multiple participants called for a tiered to make it more accessible for
certification system that would make the
process more accessible and appropriate for
small, diversified farms.

smaller farmers? A lot of the
paperwork may not be applicable —
it's unattainable." — Participant 7

Figure 7: Barriers to Organic Certification - Focus Group Data Part 2
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Figure 8: Barriers to Organic Certification by Certified Interview and Survey Participants

Figure 8 compares how certified organic farmers responded to the question regarding

barriers to organic certification, exploring both interview and survey responses. Again,

recordkeeping was noted as the greatest barrier amongst participants, followed by time

commitment and certification costs.
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Barriers to Organic Certification by Non-Certified Interview and Survey
Participants
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Figure 9: Barriers to Organic Certification by Non-Certified Interview and Survey Participants

Figure 9 illustrates barriers to organic certification identified by non-certified organic
interview and survey participants. Like the previous certified chart, certification cost,
recordkeeping, and time commitment were the most cited barriers. While non-certified farmers
collectively said that certification cost was the primary barrier, certified farmers mentioned
recordkeeping as their chief concern. Notably, over 50% of non-certified survey participants
mentioned certification maintenance as a barrier; conversely, this topic never emerged during
interviews. This difference likely stems from sample composition, indicating the possibility that

none of the non-certified farmers interviewed were previously certified organic.
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Motivations

Interview Data

Motivations for Farmers to Become Certified Organic by Interview

Participants
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Figure 10: Motivations for Farmers to Become Certified Organic by Interview Participants

Figure 10 compares certified and non-certified interview participants’ most noteworthy
motivations for pursing the organic certification. Non-certified farmers addressed market
access and expansion, whereas certified farmers discussed aligned values with the organic seal
and an investment in strengthening the organic sector. Demonstrating a clear convergence

among cohorts regarding their perspectives on organic certification.

25



: :
- NORTHWEST

TRANSITION TO ORGANIC

PARTNERSHIP PROGRAM

Survey Data

Certified

Motivations for Farmers to Become Certified Organic by Certified

Survey Participants

15

14

12
o 10
c
2
=
(%}
£ 8
5
2
€ 6
=
=z

4

2 . .

0

Ol ity ealth ment
ccess polss2®™ na\uaueﬁ pho® :te re_ex‘smg pric® e ston‘\er‘%\“s pored iron ™ \&so‘\h ening 019% anic
Market & persO \nhe Cu e I

@@ Theme mentions — responses may cite multiple themes (n=25)

Figure 11: Motivations for Farmers to Become Certified Organic by Certified Survey Participants

Figure 11 effectively analyzes the quantitative responses from certified survey
participants explaining their motivations to purse certification; data was classified into 7 distinct
thematic categories. Among these, market access and wholesale requirements were the most
frequently cited motivators, followed by personal values and philosophy. Within this cohort,

strengthening the organic movement was the least prioritized.
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Challenges Practicing Organic Farmers Face Without Having
Certification by Non-Certified Survey Participants
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Figure 12: Challenges Practicing Organic Farmers Face Without Having Certification by Non-Certified Survey Participants

Figure 12 explores the challenges that non-certified, practicing organic farmers face. The
most frequently cited answer was that 42% of practicing organic farmers faced no challenges
due to their uncertified status. The second highest was closed markets and lost sales channels,
noted by 16% of participants. Not being able to use the organic label and lost price premium
were also noted. It is interesting that there were no environmental challenges mentioned.
Reinforcing the understanding that the environmental benefits of organic farm management
are realized equally regardless of certification status, making ecological motivations a negligible

consideration for formal organic transition.
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MOTIVATIONS
FOCUS GROUP DATA

THOSE WHO PURSUED
CERTIFICATION

« Wholesale market requirements: Certification was necessary to sell to

retailers.
« Inherited legacy: Some farms were already certified when purchased.
« Scale threshold: One participant was approaching the income level
where voluntary compliance with organic practices was no longer
sufficient and formal certification became legally necessary

THOSE WHO DECLINED OR
DISCONTINUED CERTIFICATION

« No local market premium: Without buyers willing to pay more for certified
organic products, the cost and effort of certification offered no return.

« Direct-to-consumer trust: Farm stand and farmers market farmers found
that personal relationships and farm visibility provided accountability without
needing the label.

« Administrative burden: The record keeping workload outweighed the benefits.

- Scale mismatch: For very small farms, the record keeping seemed oriented
toward larger operations and is simply not applicable

Figure 13: Motivations - Focus Group Data
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Interview Data

Benefits of Organic Certification by Interview Participants
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Figure 14: Benefits of Organic Certification by Interview Participants

Figure 14 compares perspectives across both cohorts of interview participants. The data shows
that certified organic farmers realized the greatest benefits from organic certification through
enhanced recordkeeping and market access, higher prices, consumer trust in the label, and the

ability to leverage their certification as a marketing tool.

Non-certified farmers were asked “what do you think are the motivating factors for your
peers to become certified?” These farmers suggested that the biggest benefit was having

market visibility, followed by using the seal as a marketing tool, and enhanced record keeping.
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Figure 15: Benefits of Organic Certification by Certified Survey Participants

Figure 15 demonstrates that certified organic survey participants described the largest
benefit of certification to be the premium for goods. New market opportunities, aligned values,
and increased customer demand were the next most common benefits reported. Interestingly,
improved soil health was also mentioned by almost 50% of participants. Highlighting the
environmental benefit that many certified farmers have witnessed. However, as non-certified
farmers also mentioned, this benefit is experienced by most farmers practicing organic, not just

certified farmers.
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BENEFITS OF ORGANIC CERTIFICATION

FOCUS GROUP DATA

MARKET ACCESS AND PRICE
PREMIUMS

The most consistently cited benefit of
certification was the ability to reach
markets that require it. For farmers selling
wholesale to retailers, certification was
often described as the price of entry.

ENVIRONMENTAL AND ETHICAL
MOTIVATION

Many participants expressed that the
values associated with organic farming
e.g.soil health, reduced chemical use, and
environmental stewardship, were the
biggest benefits. However, they were clear
to state that these benefits apply to any
farmer farming organically, regardless of
certification status.

BUSINESS ORGANIZATION AND
RECORD-KEEPING BENEFITS

At least one participant found that the
record keeping for organic certification,
while time-consuming, improved overall
farm management.

"We send everything out to Western
Washington or Spokane, and we're
selling to retailers — and a lot of
them are 100% organic produce
departments. So, it's kind of a
requirement just to get in the door."
— Participant 2

"I do believe that if most farms and
ranches are able to adopt organic
practices, they'll be set up better for

the long term — not necessarily the
certification but practicing organic
agriculture." — Participant 1

“The record keeping for us is pretty
great for our farm. It helps us track
efficiencies. It's just good business
sense.”"— Participant 8

Figure 16: Benefits of Organic Certification - Focus Group Data
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Figure 17: Helpful Available Resources for Organic Certification by Interview Participants

Figure 17 describes the resources certified and non-certified interview participants
listed as helpful or “would be" helpful for certification. Certified organic farmers cited certifiers
and peer-to-peer guidance as their most helpful existing resources. While non-certified organic

farmers highlighted the farmer community as their greatest pillar of support.
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Figure 18: Resources Missing from the Organic Certification Process by Interviewed Participants

Figure 18 tracks what resources certified, and non-certified interview participants
mentioned as missing from the certification process. The specific resources requested by non-
certified farmers included clarity on certification requirements and a one-page summary
document. Demonstrating a desire among these producers to demystify the process and
potentially improve future certification retention. The certified farmers also mentioned cost
subsidies, a tiered system for small farmers, and farmer-to-farmer education as desired

resources.
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Figure 19: Helpful Available Resources for Organic Certification by Certified Survey Participants

Figure 19 examines perspectives within the survey data of certified organic farmers.
Participants mentioned that the WSDA staff were the most helpful resource in their organic
journey. The second most frequently cited support system was organic farmer peers. This
reiterates what interviewed certified organic farmers shared, where certifiers and peer-to-peer

guidance were identified as the most helpful resources.
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Interest in Learning More about the Transition to Organic Partnership
Program (TOPP) by Non-Certified Survey Participants
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Figure 20: Interest in Learning More about the Transition to Organic Partnership Program (TOPP) by Non-Certified Survey
Participants

Figure 20 explores responses from the non-certified farmer survey asking participants if
they were interested in learning more about the TOPP Mentorship Program. A program that
offers mentees the opportunity to work with an experienced organic producer to receive free,
individualized guidance on organic principles, certification requirements, and system planning,
alongside access to diverse in-person and virtual learning opportunities. Participant interest in
this program was divided almost evenly, with 46% of farmers saying yes and 54% saying no. The
TOPP Mentorship Program is a formative part of a larger initiative from TOPP implementing
non-profit and community partnerships in six regions across the United States offering
“technical assistance and wrap-around support for transitioning and existing organic farmers...
with trusted organizations serving direct farmer training, education, and outreach activities”

(Agricultural Marketing Service, 2026).
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RESOURCES
FOCUS GROUP DATA

WSDA

"WSDA is amazing, they're really
helpful. They want your farms to
succeed. It doesn't feel like I'm

Participants who had worked directly with
the Washington State Department of
Agriculture (WSDA) organic certification
staff had positive things to say about the
experience, describing inspectors and staff
as helpful, accessible, and genuinely
invested in farm success.

dealing with some nameless,
faceless bureaucracy."
— Participant 8

THE TOPP PROGRAM "Once you get to that organic

certification step, reach out to TOPP

The Transition to Organic Partnership —_ they'll connect you with 2 mentor

Program (TOPP) was mentioned as a valued who runs one of the most incredible
resource for mentorship and guidance. certified organic dairies in our area.”
Participants expressed interest in — Participant 8

connecting with certified organic farmers

who could help navigate the certification

process and address practical questions.

OREGON TILTH

For farmers with a livestock certification, which is no longer covered by WSDA, Oregon Tilth
was cited as an important alternative certifier. Participants described choosing certifiers
based on customer service responsiveness, crop or livestock type, and geographic
proximity.

Figure 21: Resources - Focus Group Data Part 1
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GAPS IN RESOURCES

« Lack of uniform certification standards across certifiers: requirements and
processes vary.

« Limited support for record-keeping technology.

« No reliable source of organic feed for livestock producers in remote areas. This
supply chain gap was a major unresolved barrier for at least two participants.

« Canceled or uncertain USDA cost-share assistance, which had previously helped
offset certification costs for small farms.

Ay’

WHAT WOULD [P

HELP?
|

« A consultant model: inspectors seen as
partners helping farms succeed rather than 'If certification came with a
auditors looking for violations. direct connection to the
. Tiered or scaled certification standards market that wants it — if |
appropriate to farm size and diversity. fnei lfhat when /;ng
« Subsidies or grants to offset the true cost of ﬁjxigl;ﬁrs jv;f::;?; i
changer." — Participant 1
« Direct market connections as part of the
certification. The idea that becoming
certified should help link producers with
buyers who want their products.

Figure 22: Resources - Focus Group Data Part 2
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Farm Acreage by Certification Status of Interview Participants
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Figure 23: Farm Acreage by Certification Status of Interview Participants

Figure 23 details the breakdown of certified and non-certified interview participants by
farm acreage. Notably, small-scale farms producing on 10 acres or less make up 75% of the non-
certified interview cohort compared to just 23% of certified cohort. The certified median
acreage was 25 acres, while the non-certified median was just 2.5 acres. This conveys a strong
association between small-scale farm operations and a non-certified organic status. Although
our dataset is limited, these findings suggest that the current certification system does not

sufficiently accommodate small-scale farms.
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Figure 24: Consumer Trust Strategies by Interview Participants

Figure 24 explores interviewed non-certified and certified organic farmers' perspectives
on building trust with their consumers. This graph shows that non-certified farmers highlighted
transparency, relationship building, and consumer education as their primary consumer trust
strategies. While certified farmers also cited these strategies, the divergence between the two
cohorts remains highly pronounced. This data demonstrates the immense value that non-
certified farmers and their customers place on transparent communication strategies as an

effective alternative to the certified organic seal.
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Small Farm Perceptions of Organic Certification by Interview
Participants
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Figure 25: Small Farm Perceptions of Organic Certification by Interview Participants

Figure 25 illustrates a comparison between certified and non-certified interview
participants' perspectives on the burden and necessity of certification for small farmers. While
62% of certified farmers identified certification as burdensome, only 38% of non-certified
farmers shared this view. Conversely, 63% of non-certified farmers noted that organic
certification simply isn't necessary for small farmers, as opposed to 15% of certified farmers

who agreed with the statement.
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Perceptions of Certification and Scale by Interview Participants
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Figure 26: Perceptions of Certification and Scale by Interview Participants

Figure 26 explores interview participants' perceptions regarding certification and farm
scale, conveying the degree to which farmers view organic certification as a process more
appropriate for large scale operations. Here, 54% of certified farmers and 38% of non-certified
farmers see certification as a necessary regulatory tool. Additionally, 46% of certified farmers
and 25% of non-certified farmers believe that certification systemically caters to large farms
and businesses. Further enforcing the consensus that farmers perceive organic certification to

be less accommodating and necessary for small farms.
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Threats to Agricultural Viability by Interview Participants
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Figure 27: Threats to Agricultural Viability by Interview Participants

Figure 27 compares certified and non-certified interview participants' perspectives
regarding the current threats to agricultural viability. Several key factors impacted certified
farmers at a much higher rate, including food prices (46% certified vs. 6% non-certified),
succession planning (38% certified vs. 0% non-certified), and water access (31% certified vs. 0%
non-certified). Alternatively, non-certified farmers report experiencing threats such as having
no room for error (19% non-certified vs. 8% certified), labor costs (25% non-certified vs. 8%
certified), and a need for business management skills (19% non-certified vs. 8% certified).
Finally, land access was identified by both groups (38% certified vs. 44% non-certified) as a

major concern for long-term agricultural viability.
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Figure 28: How Farmers Ensure Organic Integrity by Non-Certified, Practicing Organic Survey Participants

Figure 28 illustrates how surveyed non-certitied farmers who practice organic ensure
organic integrity without the organic label. The most frequently cited themes were
transparency regarding production practices, direct relationships, and personal trust. These
relational strategies go hand in hand with farm visits and an open-door policy, which were
mentioned as the third highest theme. This data suggests that producers who are transparent
and prioritize relationships with their consumers feel less motivation to pursue formal

certification.
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The findings of this mixed-methods study offer a comprehensive review of the
motivations, barriers, benefits, and resource needs of organic certification for both certified
and non-certified farmers in Washington state. The sample encompasses a wide array of farm
sizes, production markets, crop types, and certification statuses, as well as a wide range of
farmer ages and years of experience. This research blends qualitative insights from interviews
and focus groups with quantitative survey patterns to uncover several central findings. The
insights gathered here should serve as a foundation for expanded research and targeted
support initiatives regarding farmers' relationships with organic certification in Washington

state.

Barriers to Organic Certification

Across all three methodologies, independent of certification status, and regardless of

farm scale, administrative burden was found to be the most consistent barrier to certification.

The Administrative Overload: Recordkeeping and Cost

Recordkeeping and paperwork were universally cited as the top barriers to organic
certification. This administrative overload creates an operational constraint that
disproportionately impacts small-scale operations. Across the sample population, 77% of
certified organic farmers expressed the impacts of this administrative burden, particularly on
small farmers. Stating that for small-scale operators who "wear all of the hats" (P18), the
investment required to track all inputs, such as verifying homemade worm castings (P23), can
feel overly punitive. When combined with upfront certification costs, which require out-of-
pocket capital before cost-share reimbursements kick in (P29), the administrative framework
functions as a regressive tax on small, diversified farms. This indicates that the reality of
maintaining compliance does not get easier with experience and conveys a major barrier to

retention of organic certification.
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Label Dilution and Alternative Marketing Strategies

For 43% of interviewed non-certified farmers, the organic label today represents
something different than what it stood for at its inception. For these farmers, the organic label
serves as a barrier to market access due to communal and personal views expressing an
ideological disillusionment. Mentioning that the organic standard has been "corrupted" or
diluted by large-scale corporate agriculture using it strictly as a marketing gimmick (P27) rather
than a representation of one's commitment to environmental welfare, human health or quality
of product. Other interviewees noted that their regenerative practices are "beyond organic"
(P17). Holding themselves to higher standards of environmental sustainability, crop nutrient
density or soil regeneration than required by organic certification. For these farmers, a strong
relationship to their customers through direct-to-consumer sales channels such as Community
Supported Agriculture (CSA) models and farmers markets, built an understanding of localized
transparency, peer-to-peer relationships, and community trust. With these models in place,

many non-certified farmers find that they are perfectly "satisfied without the label."

Structural and Regional Mismatches

Within the focus groups, participants identified a structural "market mismatch"
described as the misalignment of rural regional market demands for organic goods and farmer
interest in organic certification, particularly in eastern Washington. Low local organic demand
fails to provide a promising financial return for farmers to justify the added administrative
requirements and certification costs. Furthermore, participants mentioned that organic
regulations fail to accommodate the needs of all production types and instead pose a "one-size-
fits-all" approach toward certification that ignores local realities. In many rural regions across
Washington state, local organic markets are virtually non-existent. Consequently, small-scale,
new, and beginning farmers face distinct geographic variations in supply chains and output
constraints, serving as logistical hurdles that ultimately prevent them from accessing broader,

wholesale market channels outside of their region.
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Motivations for Seeking Organic Certification
The data reveals a complex relationship between market-driven decision making and
ideological commitment, with significant differences across data collection methods and

certification statuses.

Intrinsic vs. Extrinsic Motivations

Interview data highlighted the intrinsic motivators for certified organic farmers to
initially become certified. Identifying alignment in personal values, namely, a commitment to
environmental health and land stewardship as well as a drive to strengthen the organic
movement and pride in the organic label. As Participant 18 noted, they “just knew that organic
was a better option. So once [they] started looking at farming as a livelihood, it was kind of a
no-brainer." Conversely, non-certified farmers, perceived motivators for peer organic transition
and potential motivators for themselves with attention to the extrinsic lens of market access
and business expansion. Participants frequently identified organic certification as an
operational milestone or natural step of progression, once their business grew to a scale where
face-to-face consumer relationships were no longer sufficient, such as when selling to food
distributors or schools. As one grower noted, "l see organic certification as a milestone, three to

five years down the line — if I'm successful, this would be a natural thing to pursue" (P25).

Precedence of Operation Scale to Market Access

Expanding the scope of analysis to include survey and focus group data, this distinct
divide between intrinsic and extrinsic motivators becomes more complex amongst our focus
populations. According to the reports, 52% of the certified organic farmers surveyed ranked
market access as a motivator for organic certification. Followed by 32% of certified organic
farmers crediting personal values and philosophy as their motivation for pursing organic
certification. Of note, the two lowest ranked motivators for this population were a commitment
toward strengthening the organic movement and environmental and soil health, with only 12%
of the population citing these as influencing factors. Of greatest remark, within the focus group
discussions, personal values and philosophies remained absent from the conversation. Rather,

participants who pursued organic certification highlighted wholesale market requirements and
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scale thresholds as primary motivators for certification. Aligning organic certification with

paced growth opportunities. Inversely, focus group participants who declined or discontinued
certification attributed the decision to a lack in local market premiums failing to justify the
increased cost and effort required by certification. In addition to this, the administrative burden
only exasperated the experience of a scale mismatch, pointing to business size as a limiting
factor for certification viability. These opposing remarks, demonstrate firstly that market access
remains a primary motivator for organic certification, even for those deeply committed to the
organic movement’s values, and that farmers perceptions across both certified and non-
certified populations view specific markets and scale thresholds as either the catalyst or

inhibitor for certification pursuit.

Inherited Legacy

Across both survey and focus group data, another impactful motivator cited by certified
organic farmers for pursuing certification was inheriting pre-existing organic certifications.
Throughout these conversations, farmers who experienced taking over established organic
farm operations noted increased motivation toward maintaining the existing certification. This
begs the questions of whether inherited legacy bypasses the greatest challenges highlighted by
non-certified farms: securing local market premiums, administrative burdens and right-size

operations from inception?

Across all methods, the perception that organic certification is most appropriately suited
for expanded or established farm business models highlights a gap between the approachability
of the organic certification for small-scale and beginning farmers in comparison to mid-size or
large established farm businesses. The data reflects a maintained consensus that farmers see
organic certification as the next step along the pathway of business expansion and do not

acknowledge it as a necessity for business commencement.

Benefits of Organic Certification

When examining the benefits of certification, an interesting paradox between intent

behind certification and realized outcome emerged. While certified farmers were initially
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motivated by personal intrinsic values, they note that the benefits of being certified organic

also offer administrative and economic advantages.

Joining the Organic Market

Certified producers highly valued the label's ability to instantly establish consumer trust
without requiring extensive verbal explanations. Interview participant 28 noted that several of
their customers explicitly told them that having the organic certification label on their sign is
what drew them to their stand. Leading them to attribute certification status to the long-term
loyalty from approximately three-quarters of their customer base. For this farm, certification
not only improves the economic viability of their business through the ability to increase prices,
but it also attracts the attention of the crowd and serves as a conversation starter, allowing
them “to educate the community on what organic, regenerative growing practices look like on
the farm" (P28). Interestingly, certified farmers also acknowledged that the enforced rigor of
mandatory recordkeeping, while challenging, ultimately improved their overall business
organization and operational tracking. Surveyed certified organic farmers and focus group
participants expressed a similar sentiment reiterating that the benefits meet their initial
motivations for pursuing certification. Allowing them access to new market channels and the
ability to clearly advertise to the masses that their production practices share the recognizable

values of organic, consequently authorizing them to charge a premium for their products.

Organic Values Without the Label

Among non-certified farmers surveyed, no single primary barrier to obtaining
certification emerged. Instead, respondents indicated that certification would provide
incremental improvements to their existing sales channels and marketing strategies. During
interviews and focus groups, non-organic farmers showed significant interest in the marketing
benefits of certification. For 31% of survey participants, the ability to advertise their product as
organic would offer their business the benefit of increased market visibility where current
advertising maintains effective but less intuitive to customers. Interview Participant 27
explained that "it makes your product just that much more marketable to have that organic

certification — | think people do value that and look for it" (P27). Organic certification can also
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simplify marketing to the general consumer. For instance, Interview Participant 16 noted that a
consumer's lack of agricultural awareness can hinder a non-certified farmer's ability to connect
with potential customers, often leading to the minimizing question: “Is it organic or is it not?”
(P16). Focus group participants maintained this perspective on certification, mentioning that in
addition to access to exclusively organic markets, the ability to tangibly advertise their
environmental values and ethical commitments through the organic label would be a

noteworthy gain for the business.

Triangulating results across methods, it is apparent that increased market access and
the use of the organic label as a promotional marketing tool emerged as the primary benefits to
certification. Nevertheless, for direct-market or small-scale farmers who already practice
organic methods, the tangible returns of certification, as highlighted by both certified organic

and non-certified populations, consistently fail to outweigh the steep administrative barriers.

Resource Sufficiency for Transitioning to Certified Organic

To construct a more resilient organic sector, organizations committed to strengthening
organic viability must bridge the gaps dividing available resources and the farmers that need

them.
Valued Support Systems

When in need of support, farmers turn to regional institutional knowledge and local
networks for guidance. Certified organic survey participants identified the WSDA as a key
resource they can depend on, while focus groups often mentioned Oregon Tilth, especially for
livestock operations, and the Transition to Organic Partnership Program (TOPP). In addition to
the support gained from regional institutions, peer-to-peer mentorship and local community
networks were universally praised in interviews with certified organic farmers. This sentiment
was echoed in interviews with non-certified farmers, who viewed their seasoned peers as their
most valuable advisors and influential assets while navigating farm business operations. These
conversations highlighted a deep trust within farmer-to-farmer networks and the reliance on

peer mentorship, a level of mutual understanding unmet by agricultural institutions.
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Information Access and Regulatory Fatigue

Despite these existing resources and networks, significant informational gaps remain,
leaving farmers unsupported in organic adaptation. During interviews, non-certified farmers
expressed a strong desire for clarification around certification requirements, specifically
requesting a one-page summary document to demystify compliance before dedicating valuable
time toward researching the certification. In conversation with certified farmers, interviewees
reported experience of regulatory fatigue caused by shifting compliance standards, such as the
recently implemented Strengthening Organic Enforcement (SOE) rule. Adding new compliance
protocols to an already extensive list of requirements heightens administrative frustration and
anxiety for farmers fighting to maintain their certification. For non-certified producers, these
additional criteria and shifting regulatory environments create an extra layer of hesitation
toward pursuing certification. During focus groups, non-certified farmers mentioned a
perceived lack of uniformity of standards between certifiers, offering the perspective that
pursing certification through WSDA or Oregon Tilth offers a different experience for the farmer.
This desire for clarity of requirements was echoed across interviews. Demonstrating that
organic certification is leaving different communities of farmers with varying perspectives of
the process. Consequently, these discrepancies lead non-certified farmers to question whether

the framework holds all operations to equal expectations.

Additional Findings

This study revealed a profound structural disconnect between institutional organic
frameworks and the operational realities of small-scale agriculture. Survey data regarding farm
acreage clearly demonstrated a scale-dependency for organic certification with 75% of non-
certified farms operating on fewer than 10 acres, suggesting that formal certification caters
more to farms of a particular production scale and economic standing than farms that are

simply practicing organic.

This structural misalignment is further supported by the divergent perceptions of
burden and necessity reported by participants. The fact that 61% of certified farmers view the
process as burdensome for small farmers indicates that even those who successfully navigate
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the system often experience significant operational struggles. Conversely, 63% of non-certified
farmers view certification as entirely unnecessary. This lack of perceived necessity is not
reflective of organic practices, rather a reflection of the value that certification holds in local
markets. Because 54% of certified and 38% of non-certified respondents agree that certification
is primarily necessary for large-scale regulation, there is a clear consensus that among
producers, the existing framework for organic certification, serves as a tool designed specifically

for the needs of large-scale and commercial agriculture rather than the diversified small farmer.

When non-certified, organic-practicing farmers were surveyed regarding the challenges
of operating without formal certification, 42% of respondents reported experiencing no
challenges at all. Qualitative insights from focus groups and interviews expanded on this notion,
with participants explaining that the perceived value of the organic label has diminished over
time, evolving into an institutionalized system with regulations that separate producers from its
grassroots origins. While this evolution occurred to achieve market standardization, the
resulting impact is that formal organic certification has divided the organic community,
alienating many producers who remain deeply committed to the foundational principles of

organic agriculture but feel misaligned with the existing regulatory framework.

With this ideological and operational divergence in mind, many of these farmers opt for
alternative marketing labels. Most noteworthy among these are Certified Naturally Grown
(CNG) and Good Agricultural Practices (GAP), each held by 50% of the non-certified survey
respondents. The alternative framework of CNG relies on peer-review models to foster
community solidarity rather than regulatory fatigue, requiring a significantly lower
administrative burden. Conversely, while GAP carries comparable recordkeeping requirements
and certification costs, it offers a distinct focus on practical, food-safety-oriented compliance
that better aligns with producers' respective consumer demands and wholesale marketing
strategies. Ultimately, these labels offer an appealing alternative for producers seeking to

broadcast their operational values within the limitations of their operation scale and capacity.

These differences in farm types and their operational experiences are further reflected

through the distinct threats to agricultural viability identified by interview participants. For
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certified producers, some of their greatest threats were macro-level structural challenges with
46% citing food pricing volatility, 38% naming succession planning, and an additional 31%
noting resource infrastructure concerns like water access. These variables yield the perspective
of well capitalized large-scale entities. Meanwhile, non-certified producers identified issues that
reflect a different production scale and economic risk profile, with 19% of participants noting a
narrow margin for error, and a concern for deficit in foundational business management skills
and 25% facing challenges with external labor costs. This suggests that non-certified farmers
represent a demographic of newer and resource-constrained micro-enterprises. For these farm
businesses, absorbing the administrative and financial burden of organic certification could

quickly jeopardize the continuation of their business.

Fundamentally, these findings demonstrate that small farmers are actively pursuing
alternative models to guarantee sustainable values and production integrity, through
substituting organic certification with radical production transparency and direct-to-consumer
relationships. However, while relational trust sustains small farmers within their immediate
communities and geographic footprints, the lack of institutional recognition excludes them
from broader community support and macro-market visibility. To enhance organic agricultural
resilience in an era of threated agricultural viability and heightened environmental crisis,
organic certification requirements must evolve. This change will work to recognize and support
these non-certified yet practicing organic smallholders to become certified by designing an
organic program that suits the needs of this demographic. In essence, serving an essential role
in dismantling the narrative that organic certification is only for capitalized large-scale
operations. Thereby inviting equitable representation for all farms committed to organic

practices and lowering the entry barriers for the next generation of ecological farmers.
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Limitations

Despite efforts to reach a maximum number of certified organic and non-certified
organic farmers across the state of Washington through our mixed-methods design, our
research met with some limitations that constrain the generalizability of our findings. While we
exceeded the number of interviews we intended to conduct and received a sufficient number
of survey responses given our design criteria, our focus groups did not meet the teams’
expectations. Lack of attendance to our in-person sessions and absenteeism from registered
participants for our virtual sessions were the main factors that led to highly constrained focus
group data. As with much research done with small population samples, our findings are

intended to be exploratory and a basis for which further exploration and inquiries can be made.
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Guided by the results of this report, we recommend the following strategies to better
support the needs of farmers committed to organic practices and interested in pursuing
certification. Moving forward, particular attention must be paid to the differing structural and
operational needs of small-scale organic farms compared to organic farms of mid and large

sizes.

Scaled and Tiered Pathways

During focus group conversations, both certified and non-certified farmers expressed
strong support for a tiered certification system scaled to a farm’s revenue or acreage.
Participants stressed that small-scale, highly diversified operations should not be held to the
same bureaucratic recordkeeping metrics as industrial-scale monocultures. This reiterates the
earlier point made by non-certified farmers referencing the disillusionment of organic
certification. There is a perception that certification standards are penalizing organically
practicing diverse polyculture operations while awarding large scale monoculture operations by
crafting a certification process where administrative load and associated costs only increase in
conjunction with crop diversity. Growers who practice organic methods without seeking formal
certification often align deeply with the foundational values of the movement, yet they view
institutional requirements as detached from or even counterproductive to their mission to
protect those values.

Through implementing a tired certification system scaled to farm business size, farmers
can pursue the organic certification that suits their needs. Allowing them to cultivate a deeper
relationship with organic buyers, growers, and institutions while keeping the administrative
load to a manageable scale. The NOP already acknowledges the value of an operational scale
through the $5,000 annual revenue certification exemption rule. While this is a helpful resource
for farmers who meet criteria, focus group participants noted that this threshold is insufficient
to support viable livelihoods for farmers scaled just above these limits. To prevent regulatory
costs from undermining small-business survival, the cohort advocates for an expanded small

farm exemption for operations exceeding the $5,000 limit but remaining below a designated
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revenue cap. By adjusting inspection fees and certification costs to a farm's actual economic
scale, this mechanism would mitigate the regressive financial burdens that currently threaten
the viability of small-scale growers.

The other request from this small farm exception is that recordkeeping requirements be
reduced to better reflect production scale, where one acre of mixed vegetable production bares
the same recordkeeping burden as one acre of monocrop production. The proposal for scaled
recordkeeping reduces the duplicate task of input recording by crop and instead expands

records to reflect inputs by production footprint, for example, inputs per acre.

Expanding Localized Farmer-To-Farmer Mentorship

Across the board, farmers have cited peer-to-peer mentorship as one of the most
valued sources of reliable and trustworthy advice. Certified organic farmers referenced TOPP as
an irreplaceable resource while non-certified farmers turn to their own regional network of
farmers for guidance and support. Because organic certifiers and regional institutions are often
perceived as outsiders by the non-certified community, training and technical resources must
be delivered by trusted peers within the community. Someone with the ability to translate
rigorous certification criteria into a relatable format that they themselves have successfully
navigated. Utilizing these established peer networks can help bridge the gap between farmers

interested in organic certification and the regulatory institutions themselves.

Reliable and Upfront Cost-Share Relief

While cost-share programs do exist such as the USDA Farm Service Agency's Organic
Certification Cost Share Program (OCCSP), cost-share accessibility remains hard to come by and
unreliable for small-scale farmers who depend on this form of economic relief in order to
pursue or maintain certification. During focus groups, when farmers were asked about
additional resources they would need to improve certification access, they responded with a
request for an upfront cost-share program that would help immediately offset the costs of
certification or annual renewals. In Washington state, all organic businesses must renew their
certification between January 1°t and Apil 1°t depending on their annual renewal date with

WSDA or Oregon Tilth (WSDA, 2026; Oregon Tilth, 2026). For most farmers, this late winter to
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early spring season is the time when the greatest costs are incurred in preparation for the
farming season ahead. The value of an upfront cost-share program is that the funds necessary

for spring season seeds, tools, compost, etc. are no longer lost to certification costs during such

a critical period of the season.
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This mixed-methods study provides a comprehensive evaluation of the motivations,
structural barriers, realized benefits, and resource requirements defining the relationship
between Washington State farmers and the USDA organic certification. By exploring
guantitative surveys from both certified and non-certified producers with valuable qualitative
insights from semi-structured interviews and focus groups, this research highlights the unique
needs of Washington organic producers, offering insight into the operational realities
experienced at the farmgate level. The findings from this study clarify the complex dynamics
influencing modern organic agriculture along four distinct thematic lines: an exploration of the
barriers to organic certification, clarification on motivations for certification, predicted and
experienced benefits of certification and an evaluation of existing resources relevant to the
needs of the organic transitioning farmer.

The results are clear, to address these systemic frictions and build a more equitable,
resilient organic sector in Washington State, organic certification requirements and certifying
bodies must transition away from a rigid, "one-size-fits-all" framework. The Washington organic
farming community faces a heavy administrative burden driven by rigorous recordkeeping,
extensive paperwork, and a steep time commitment. These hurdles are compounded by high
upfront financial costs, a regulatory model that fails to meet the needs of small, diversified
farms, and geographic limitations that create local market mismatches. However, the organic
movement can bridge the gap between institutions and small-scale producers. This requires
scaling down financial burdens to match true economic scales, demystifying compliance
protocols through peer networks, and restructuring the USDA’s OCCSP to offer farmers upfront
financial relief. Doing so is essential to ensuring that the future of organic agriculture remains
true to its foundational value, to "support the cycling of on-farm resources, promote ecological
balance, and conserve biodiversity" (Agricultural Marketing Service, 2015, p. 1), while
sustaining the livelihoods of the farmers who steward the land. This paper offers an invaluable
perspective of the farmers in Washington state and a framework to inform further research and

necessary changes in the organic sector to secure sustainable farm viability across the state.
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Appendix A

Organic Perceptions Survey: Certified Organic Farmers

How long have you been farming?

1-4 years
5-9 years
10-14 years
14+ years

How long have you been certified organic?

Did you utilize any grants or programs to offset certification costs?

Washington State Department of Agriculture (WSDA) Staff
Natural Resources Conservation Service (NRCS)

Extension Agent

Organic Farmer Peers

National Organic Program (NOP) Resources

Conservation District Staff

Transition to Organic Partnership Program (TOPP) Resources
Other

] L]
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What resources or people were helpful in the process of certification? Check all that

5. Why did you decide to get certified? (Please limit responses to 2-3 sentences)

6. Do you sell in any of the following markets? Check all that apply.

a.

-0 oo o

Farm Stand

Community Supported Agriculture (CSA)
Farmer’s Market

Wholesale

Grocery Store

Food Hub/Aggregators
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g. Farm to Institution (schools, hospitals, etc.)
h. Farm to Foodbank
i. Direct to Processor

7. Who is your certifier?

8. What are some of the challenges you faced in your certification journey? Check all that

apply.
a. Certification Cost
b. Time Commitment
c. Recordkeeping
d. Production Management
e. Regulatory Issues
f. Certification Maintenance
g. Market Access
h. Production Cost
i. Labor Cost
j- Organic Systems Plan
k. Technical Assistance

9. What are some benefits you've experienced by becoming certified? Check all that apply.
a. New Market Opportunities

Premium for Goods

Increased Consumer Demand

Improved Soil Health

Increased Yield

Values Alignment

®m 0 oo T

Climate Resistance

10. What are some challenges that you've encountered since becoming certified? Check all
that apply.
a. Record Maintenance
b. Certification Maintenance Cost
c. Labor Cost
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d. Overall Production System Management
e. Revenue from Premium Goods

11. How much do you think consumers value the certified organic label?

12. Please indicate how much you agree with the following statement: The certified organic
label helps ensure integrity in organic production.

13. How do you define organic? (Please limit response to 2-3 sentences)

14. Are you interested in learning more about the Transition to Organic Partnership
Program (TOPP) Mentorship program?
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Appendix B

Organic Perceptions Survey: Non-Certified Organic Farmers

1. How long have you been farming?

a. l1l-4years
b. 5-9years
c. 10-14 years
d. 14+ years

2. Are you utilizing organic practices on your farm?
a. Yes
b. No

3. Areyou interested in formal organic certification?
a. Yes
b. No

4. Do you sell in any of the following markets? Check all that apply.
a. Farm Stand

Community Supported Agriculture (CSA)

Farmer’s Market

Wholesale

Grocery Store

Food Hub/Aggregators

Farm to Institution (schools, hospitals, etc.)

S®m o0 oo T

Farm to Foodbank
Direct to Processor

5. How much do you think consumers value the certified organic label?

6. If you are interested in formal organic certification, what barriers exist to completing the
process? Check all that apply.
a. Certification Cost
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Time Commitment
Recordkeeping
Production Management
Regulatory Issues
Certification Maintenance
Market Access
Production Cost

Labor Cost

Organic Systems Plan
Technical Assistance

7. If you are practicing organic but not certified, how do you ensure organic integrity in

your production practices? (Please limit response to 2-3 sentences)

8. If you are practicing organic but not certified, how do you build consumer trust in your

products? (Please limit responses to 2-3 sentences)

9. If you are practicing organic but not certified, are there challenges you face by not being

certified? (Please limit responses to 2-3 sentences)

10. Please indicate how much you agree with the following statement: The certified organic

label helps ensure integrity in organic production.

11. Do you hold other certifications regarding your growing practices? Check all that apply.

a.

-0 a0 T

Certified Naturally Grown (CNG)
Regenerative Organic Certification (ROC)
Good Agricultural Practices (GAP)
Demeter Biodynamic Certification
Certified Humane

Global Animal Partnership

12. How do you define organic? (Please limit response to 2-3 sentences)
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13. Are you interested in learning more about the Transition to Organic Partnership
Program (TOPP) Mentorship program?
a. Yes
b. No
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Appendix C
Interview Questions for Certified Farmers
Name:
Farm name:
Farm size:

Years farming:

Years certified:

1. What motivated you to become certified?

2. What was challenging about the certification process?

3. What was helpful during the certification process?

4. What, in your experience, are the main benefits of being certified?

5. Are there any drawbacks to being certified?

6. What do you think are the motivating factors for your peers to become certified?
7. What do you think are the barriers for your peers to become certified?

8. How do you think consumers feel about certification?

Yo}

. In which ways can the certification process be optimized and/or improved?
10. Do you think certification is necessary to ensure consumer trust and production integrity?
11. Do you plan to maintain your certification status?

12. What are some of the biggest challenges farmers in Washington face, regardless of

certification status?

13. What role can advocacy play in improving the state of agriculture in WA, if any?
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Appendix D
Interview Questions for Non-Certified Farmers
Name:
Farm name:
Farm size:

Years farming:
1. Are you employing organic practices on your farm?

2. If so, how do you ensure organic integrity in your production and how do you build consumer

trust?

3. What do you think are the motivating factors for your peers to become certified?
4. What do you think are the barriers for your peers to become certified?

5. Have you ever considered becoming certified?

6. If you have considered certification, what are the factors that have hindered completion of

this process?

7. In which ways can the certification process be optimized and/or improved?

8. What would motivate you to become certified?

9. Do you think certification is necessary to ensure consumer trust and production integrity?

10. What are some of the biggest challenges farmers in Washington face, regardless of

certification status?

11. What role can advocacy play in improving the state of agriculture in WA, if any?
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Appendix E

Questions for the Certified and Non-Certified Focus Group

. What motivates farmers to become certified organic?

. What are the major challenges to becoming certified (institutional, resource, cost, etc.)?

Follow up: We've heard from farmers that recordkeeping is a major challenge for
organic certification. What are the specific challenges of organic recordkeeping, and
how could things improve?

Do you believe in the integrity of the organic seal? Do you think consumers value this
label? Is there value in other organic certifications?

What are the benefits of completing the certification process?

What are some myths or misconceptions surrounding organic certification and organic
practices?

. We know that farmers across the board face complex challenges (input costs, labor

costs, market access, land access, etc.). What are the unique challenges that organic
farmers face?

What role do markets play in farmers' decisions to obtain certification?
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Appendix F

Questions for the Certified Focus Group

. What motivated you to become certified organic?

. What (if any) major challenges did you face in your certification journey (institutional,

resource, cost etc.)? Follow up: We've heard from farmers that recordkeeping is a major
challenge for organic certification. What are the specific challenges of organic
recordkeeping, and how could things improve?

. What is the value of the organic seal? Follow up: How do you think consumers feel

about this label?

What benefits have you experienced since becoming certified?

. What value do other certifications hold? Follow up: How do consumers view alternative

certifications?

. What role do markets play in farmers' decisions to obtain certification?

What are some myths or misconceptions surrounding organic certification and organic
practices?

What factors did you consider when choosing a certifier?
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Appendix G

Questions for the Non-Certified Focus Group

. What motivates farmers to become certified organic?

Have you considered becoming certified, and if so, what were the limitations to
completing the process?

Do you believe in the integrity of the organic seal? Do you think consumers value this
label?

If you use organic practices, how do you ensure organic integrity in your production and
how do you build consumer trust?

. What value do other certifications hold? Follow up: How do consumers view alternative

certifications?

. What role do markets play in farmers' decisions to obtain certification?

What are some myths or misconceptions surrounding organic certification and organic
practices?

What would motivate you to become certified organic?
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