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The Canada Organic Trade Association (COTA) is the national voice of Canada’s organic sector, 
with a broad and diverse membership representing stakeholders throughout the organic value 
chain. COTA's mission is to promote and protect the growth of organic trade to benefit the 
environment, farmers, the public, and the economy.  
 
COTA very much appreciates the efforts that both Agriculture and Agri-Food Canada (AAFC) and 
the Canadian Food Inspection Agency (CFIA) are putting in to maintaining good communications 
with the sector and the on-going dialogue enabled by the regular conference calls you are 
hosting. These are unprecedented times in Canada and are having profound impacts on the 
organic sector, Canada’s agriculture and agri-food industry, the Canadian economy. As 
importantly, it is having an unmeasurable impact on all our people.   
 
The organic sector has been leading the growth of Canada’s agriculture, providing increased on-
farm margins and improved profitability for producers, processors and exporters as the growth 
of organic sales continues to out-pace conventional agriculture.  Today there are nearly 6,400 
certified organic operations in Canada, up from 5,485 in 2016, with over 3.2 million organic 
acres representing a growth of over 45% since 2011. COTA also represents the over 1,865 
organic processors, handlers, and manufacturers. In this regard it is critical that the specific 
concerns of the organic sector be considered, both in terms of the government’s immediate 
pandemic response, but also in terms of programming to be announced to assist the agriculture 
and agri-food sector’s recovery. 
 
In an effort to understand what the impacts will be on the organic sector, both on our 
producers and our food processors, COTA undertook to conduct a survey of our sector. What 
follows below is a summary of the key concerns and challenges facing the organic sector in 
Canada during COVID-19. 
 

• In many cases the challenges and concerns of the organic sector are similar to those in 
the broader sector but are exacerbated by the strict requirements of the Canadian 
Organic Regime (COR) to source approved inputs and ingredients that comply with the 
organic standards. This restricts the number of market players in an organic supply 
chain, at a time where supply chains are already under pressure. This is felt more 



 

 

profoundly by operators in the organic sector due to limited sourcing options. Thus, 
specific care and a timely response needs to be given to protecting those supply chains 
supplying agricultural inputs and seeds to organic producers, especially as the growing 
season is upon us.  Organic ingredients imported by organic processors are equally at 
risk should there be delays on transport and inspection protocols at the border.  

 

• Labour supply is a critical concern for the organic sector as organic, on average, uses 
double the amount of labour than the rest of the agriculture and agri-food sector.  
Organic growers are reliant on access to temporary foreign workers (TFW) as well as 
volunteer labour through the Worldwide Opportunities for Organic Farms (WWOOF) 
program run by WWOOF Canada. At COTA we appreciate the efforts to provide an 
exemption to allow TFW to travel to Canada but continue to have concerns regarding 
employers’ financial obligations during the mandatory 14-day quarantine period. The 
75% wage subsidy announced by the federal government is potentially of benefit, but it 
is imperative that the government clarify how the agriculture sector will be able to take 
advantage and how employers will be able to demonstrate the revenue reduction 
required to qualify. With many organic operations being seasonal in nature, revenues 
are not realized until well after the seasonal need for labourers, and not having 
certainty ahead of employing these TFW, many will be forced to make alternative plans, 
reduce production or abandon the season.  

 

• In regard to the WWOOFF volunteer program that the organic sector is reliant on, with 
the travel restrictions in place, this will impact the organic sector dramatically as there 
will be a massive labour shortage.  In 2018, the program was used by 1036 organic farms 
(1/6th of the organic farms in Canada), representing 4,420 volunteers that will no longer 
be available to our sector.  We are concerned how these farmers will be able to provide 
their essential service of food provision and maintain farm employment without the 
funds to pay farm labourers. 

 

• The organic sector benefits from a federally regulated organic standard that provides 
consumer confidence and international acceptance of our production practices, our 
animal welfare practices, our processing and traceability systems.  The sector relies on 
third-party inspections and certification to ensure compliance to the standards. It is 
these certifications that provide for the market opportunities and establish the norms 
that then in turn allow for international trade of our products.  COTA applauds the CFIA 
for providing direction to the Accredited Certification Bodies on how to maintain their 
inspection duties, and the certification status of our operators will be maintained during 
this period of social distancing and fears of COVID-19 transmission.  We appreciate the 
assurance from CFIA to Canadians that fraud will continue to be monitored and 
compliance to the standard will continue. 

 



 

 

Given the importance of our ability to export our organic products under the terms of 
negotiated equivalency arrangements, it is critical that the CFIA continues to prioritize 
its oversight of these certification activities and ensures that any responsive directives 
provided to certification bodies do not jeopardize these arrangements or export sales. 
 

• Transportation and supply chains are a major concern to the organic sector. Canadian 
producers and processors are reliant on ingredients, seeds and inputs produced in the 
USA and Europe.  While organic exports are a significant component of the organic 
sector, many producers operate focused on local communities and local markets. While 
understandably there is significant focus on maintaining the movement of exported 
products to our secure export markets, it is even more important that the government 
focus on ensuring local transportation capacity remains in place to ensure food security 
within Canada.  Many times, these smaller transportation companies have less flexibility 
and less internal capacity to deal with sudden labour shortages, and thus put at risk the 
operators they service. Governments need to ensure that COVID-19 movement 
restrictions do not inadvertently put any of our organic operators’ businesses at risk, at 
a time when they are providing essential services to our country. 

 
Organic production requires a significant investment by producers prior to seeing any 
remuneration from the markets. Organic production is a system of farming that 
replenishes and maintains soil fertility without the use of toxic and persistent synthetic 
pesticides and fertilizers.  Canada’s vast agricultural spaces are going to be critical to the 
government’s ability to realize on its ambitious environmental commitments and if 
Canada is to achieve net-zero emissions by 2050, it will need to seek solutions in the 
agriculture sector.  Organic processors also operate and take on additional costs do 
ensure adherence to the requirements of the Canada Organic Regime. These costs are 
typically offset by a premium in the marketplace which is at risk due to COVID-19 
currently. 

 

• Organic production relies on market-drive premiums to attract and retain growers. A 
key concern of the organic sector is its ability to maintain its markets and maintain its 
market premiums at a time of economic downturn. During tough times, consumers are 
often forced to make difficult choices which could very well have them opting for less 
expensive food choices.  Should this short-term pressure, result in a loss of organic 
market share, it would be unfortunate to lose organic producers and processors and 
forgo all their investments and the environmental benefits to Canada. COTA would ask 
that the government revaluate its suite of business risk management (BRM) tools to 
provide specific protection (improved insurance tools and transition supports) to 
producers looking to manage the investments they have made in organic production.  
We would also ask for a more streamlined approach with the provinces to guarantee an 
organic premium in crop insurance programs as currently each province offers different 
coverage. 



 

 

 

• Border closures are of equal concern to the organic sector as the rest of Canada’s 
agriculture and agri-food sector.  Any thickening of the border, and delays in importing 
or exporting goods creates inefficiencies and causes increased costs to organic 
producers and processors in the same way it does to the rest of the sector.  

 
As a final comment, it was critical that both the federal government as well as most provincial 
governments clarified that food and agricultural workers are essential to Canada weathering 
the COVID-19 crisis. COTA applauds the efforts made by these government leaders but asks that 
the importance of these essential workers be repeated to ensure the understanding of the 
public and to minimize potential negative comments already being heard by some workers 
when conducting their work.  
 
COTA looks forward to on-going communication with both AAFC and CFIA as the organic sector 
works to continue in its efforts to lead Canada’s agriculture and agri-food sector out of the 
COVID-19 crisis.  COTA appreciates the openness and accessibility of key officials very much and 
hopes that the information provided is of benefit in planning programs and policies to lead the 
sector through the crisis and towards a full recovery. Should you have any question regarding 
the priorities above, or be looking for any further details, please communicate with Mr. Brian 
Lemon, our Manager of Policy and Research. He can be reached at blemon@canada-organic.ca 
or (613) 482 1717 ext. 206. 
 
Yours sincerely,  
 

 
Tia Loftsgard  
Executive Director 
Canada Organic Trade Association  
 
 
cc:        CFIA  

Round Table / Table Ronde (AAFC/AAC) 
Brian Lemon, Manager Policy and Research, COTA 
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