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Organic Production 

Overview 

Organic farming has been one of the fastest growing segments of 
U.S. agriculture for over a decade. The U.S. had under a million 
acres of certified organic farmland when Congress passed the 
Organic Foods Production Act of 1990. By the time USDA 
implemented national organic standards in 2002, certified organic 
farmland had doubled, and doubled again between 2002 and 2005. 
Organic livestock sectors have grown even faster. ERS collected 
data from USDA-accredited State and private certification groups to 
calculate the extent of certified organic farmland acreage and 
livestock in the United States. These are presented in 13 tables 
showing the change in U.S. organic acreage and livestock numbers 
from 1992 to 2008 (see the U.S. tables section). Data for 1997 and 
2000-08 are presented by State and commodity (see the State 
tables section).  

U.S. producers dedicated approximately 4.8 million acres of 
farmland—2.7 million acres of cropland and 2.1 million acres of 
rangeland and pasture—to organic production systems in 2008. 
California remains the leading State in certified organic cropland, 
with over 430,000 acres, largely (over 40 percent) used for fruit 
and vegetable production. Other top States for certified organic 
cropland include Wisconsin, North Dakota, Minnesota, and Montana. 
Forty-five States also had some certified organic rangeland and 
pasture in 2008, and 13 States had more than 100,000 acres, 
reflecting strong growth in the U.S. organic dairy sector between 
2005 and 2008.  

Adoption of organic farming systems showed strong gains between 
2002 and 2008, averaging a 15 percent annual increase in cropland 
acreage during this period. While the adoption rate remains high, 
the overall adoption level is still low—only about 0.7 percent of all 
U.S. cropland and 0.5 percent of all U.S. pasture was certified 
organic in 2008. Obstacles to adoption by farmers include high 
managerial costs and risks of shifting to a new way of farming, 
limited awareness of organic farming systems, lack of marketing 
and infrastructure, and inability to capture marketing economies. 



Page 2 of 6 
 

Still, many U.S. producers are embracing organic farming in order 
to lower input costs, conserve nonrenewable resources, capture 
high-value markets, and boost farm income.  

Adoption Levels Vary by Sector 

Government efforts to boost organic production have focused 
initially on developing national certification standards to assure 
consumers of consistent product quality and on streamlining 
interstate commerce in organically grown products. In 2008, 
Congress included new provisions in the Food, Conservation, and 
Energy Act (2008 Farm Act) that expand support for the organic 
sector (see 2008 Farm Act Provisions). Also, many USDA agencies 
have started or expanded programs and pilot projects to help 
organic producers with production and marketing problems and 
risks.  

Fifty-nine organic certification organizations, including 17 State 
programs and 3 county programs in California, conducted third-
party certification of organic production and handling in 2008. 
USDA's Agricultural Marketing Service implements national 
legislation and implemented rules in October 2002 that require all 
except the smallest organic growers (less than $5,000 in sales) be 
certified by a State or private agency accredited under USDA's 
national organic standards.  

Organic farming systems rely on practices such as cultural and 
biological pest management, and virtually prohibit synthetic 
chemicals in crop production and antibiotics or hormones in 
livestock production. For example, organic farmers provide habitat 
for predators and parasites of crop pests, rotate crops to maintain 
soil fertility, and cycle animal and green manures as fertilizer. 
Organic livestock growers try to accommodate an animal's natural 
nutritional and behavioral requirements.  

Overall, certified organic cropland and pasture accounted for about 
0.6 percent of U.S. total farmland in 2008. Only a small percentage 
of the top U.S. field crops—corn (0.2 percent), soybeans (0.2 
percent), and wheat (0.7 percent)——were grown under certified 
organic farming systems. On the other hand, organic carrots (25 
percent of U.S. carrot acreage), organic lettuce (8 percent), organic 
apples (5 percent) and other fruit and vegetable crops were more 
commonly organic grown in 2008. Markets for organic vegetables, 
fruits, and herbs have been developing for decades in the United 
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States, and fresh produce is still the top-selling organic category in 
retail sales. Organic livestock was beginning to catch up with 
produce in 2008, with 2.7 percent of U.S. dairy cows and 1.5 
percent of the layer hens managed under certified organic systems.  

Data Files 

Organic production tables are in .xls format. Each workbook 
contains multiple years of data in worksheets that are accessed 
through tabs. State-level tables cover the years 1997 and 2000 
through 2008. National-level tables also include data from earlier 
years.  

National Tables  

 Table 1. List of USDA accredited organic certification 
programs. Certifiers' names, locations, and number 
of producers certified in 2002 through 2008.  

 Table 2. U.S. certified organic farmland acreage, 
livestock numbers, and farm operations. Data on 
acreage for pasture/rangeland and cropland, 1992-
2008. Information on number of certified organic 
animals by type (livestock and poultry) is also 
provided.  

 Table 3. Certified organic and total U.S. acreage, 
selected crops and livestock, 1995-2008. Data on 
acreage for different grains, beans, oilseeds, 
vegetables, fruits, and number of animals. 

State-Level Tables  

 Table 4. Certified organic producers, pasture, and 
cropland. Number of certified operations, by State, 
2000-08. Total acreage of pasture and cropland by 
State, 1997 and 2000-08. 

 Table 5. Certified organic livestock. Data on cows, 
pigs, sheep, chickens and other poultry, by State, 
1997 and 2000-08.  

 Table 6. Certified organic grains. Acres of corn, 
wheat, oats, barley, sorghum, rice, spelt, millet, 
buckwheat, and rye by State, 1997 and 2000-08. 
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 Table 7. Certified organic beans. Acres of soybeans, 
dry beans, dry peas/lentils by State, 1997 and 
2000-08. 

 Table 8. Certified organic oilseeds. Acres of flax, 
sunflowers, and unclassified oilseeds by State, 1997 
and 2000-08. 

 Table 9. Certified organic hay and silage. Acres of 
alfalfa hay, haylage/silage, and other hay/pasture 
by State, 1997 and 2000-08. 
 
 

 Table 10. Certified organic vegetables. Acres of 
tomatoes, lettuce, carrots, mixed vegetables, and 
unclassified vegetables by State, 1997 and 2000-08. 

 Table 11. Certified organic fruit. Acres of tree nuts, 
citrus, apples, grapes, and unclassified fruits by 
State, 1997 and 2000-08. 

 Table 12. Certified organic herbs, nursery and 
greenhouse. Acres of herbs, cut flowers, 
mushrooms, and greenhouse/nursery by State, 
1997 and 2000-08. 

 Table 13. Certified organic acreage of other crops. 
Acres of cotton, peanuts, potatoes, green manure 
cover crops, trees for maple syrup, fallow, and 
unclassified by State, 1997 and 2000-08. 

Glossary 

Definitions used in these data are drawn from the final rule for the 
USDA's National Organic Program, administered by the Agricultural 
Marketing Service.  

Related Resources  

 Organic Farming and Marketing Briefing Room  
 Organic Farmgate and Wholesale Prices Data Set  
 Procurement and Contracting by Organic Handlers Data Set  

  
 



Page 5 of 6 
 

For more information, contact: Catherine Greene and Edward 
Slattery  

Web administration: webadmin@ers.usda.gov 

Updated date: March 30, 2010  
 

Organic Production: Glossary 
The following definitions are drawn from the final rule for the USDA's National Organic Program, 
administered by the Agricultural Marketing Service. 

Act—The Organic Foods Production Act of 1990, as amended (7 U.S.C. 6501 et seq.). 

Certified Operation—A crop or livestock production, wild-crop harvesting or handling 
operation, or portion of such operation that is certified by an accredited certifying agent as 
utilizing a system of organic production or handling as described by the Act and the regulations 
in this part. 

Certifying Agent—Any entity accredited by the Secretary as a certifying agent for the purpose 
of certifying a production or handling operation as a certified production or handling operation. 

Crop Rotation—The practice of alternating the annual crops grown on a specific field in a 
planned pattern or sequence in successive crop years so that crops of the same species or 
family are not grown without interruption on the same field. Perennial cropping systems employ 
means such as alley cropping, intercropping, and hedgerows to introduce biological diversity in 
lieu of crop rotation. 

Cultivation—Digging up or cutting the soil to prepare a seed bed; control weeds; aerate the 
soil; or work organic matter, crop residues, or fertilizers into the soil. 

Cultural Methods—Methods used to enhance crop health and prevent weed, pest, or disease 
problems without the use of substances; examples include the selection of appropriate varieties 
and planting sites; proper timing and density of plantings; irrigation; and extending a growing 
season by manipulating the microclimate with green houses, cold frames, or wind breaks. 

Excluded Methods—A variety of methods used to genetically modify organisms or influence 
their growth and development by means that are not possible under natural conditions or 
processes and are not considered compatible with organic production. Such methods include cell 
fusion, microencapsulation and macroencapsulation, and recombinant DNA technology 
(including gene deletion, gene doubling, introducing a foreign gene, and changing the positions 
of genes when achieved by recombinant DNA technology). Such methods do not include the use 
of traditional breeding, conjugation, fermentation, hybridization, in vitro fertilization, or tissue 
culture. 

Handler—Any person engaged in the business of handling agricultural products, including 
producers who handle crops or livestock of their own production, except such term shall not 
include final retailers of agricultural products that do not process agricultural products. 

Organic System Plan—A plan of management of an organic production or handling operation 
that has been agreed to by the producer or handler and the certifying agent and that includes 
written plans concerning all aspects of agricultural production or handling described in the Act 
and the regulations in subpart C of this part. 
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Organic Production—A production system that is managed in accordance with the Act and 
regulations in this part to respond to site-specific conditions by integrating cultural, biological, 
and mechanical practices that foster cycling of resources, promote ecological balance, and 
conserve biodiversity. 

Pasture—Land used for livestock grazing that is managed to provide feed value and maintain or 
improve soil, water, and vegetative resources. 

Producer—A person who engages in the business of growing or producing food, fiber, feed, and 
other agricultural-based consumer products. 

Wild Crop—Any plant or portion of a plant that is collected or harvested from a site that is not 
maintained under cultivation or other agricultural management. 

   
 

 


