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Organic farming is a popular 
pursuit, especially for farmers more 
interested in the growing process 
and sustainable production than 
bulk commodity production.

Organics is a complex concept and 
becoming accredited is a rigorous 
process. 

So before you decide whether it’s 
for you, find out more about what 
being an organic farmer entails 
including how to get started, 
converting an existing system, 
food safety and quality assurance 
and other considerations.

What is organics?
An organic system aims to be 
sustainable. 

Emphasis is placed on the use of 
renewable resources, conservation 
of energy, soil and water 
resources and the maintenance of 
environmental quality. 

The production cycle is as closed 
as possible, with careful use 
of external inputs permitted by 
organic certification standards.

The basic aims of organic farming 
are to achieve optimum quantities 
of produce of high nutritional 
quality without the use of artificial 
fertilisers or synthetic chemicals.

Getting started
Suitable land and a high level of 
motivation and commitment are 
essential for a grower looking 

to start or convert to organic 
production.

Once the decision has been made 
to go organic, it is time to start 
planning.

A conversion plan consists of a 
thorough farm audit to establish 
the current situation, followed by 
a step-by-step action plan that 
outlines what changes will be 
needed in order to comply with the 
organic standards.

The action plan will include 
gathering information on:

• soil fertility improvement

• rotation design, cultivation and 
tillage

• weed, pest and disease control

• livestock requirements and farm 
infrastructure

• labour requirements

• financial implications, marketing 
requirements and risk 
assessment.

Compiling this information to 
produce an organic management 
plan is a useful way to define the 
system you plan to implement 
and highlight which aspects may 
require further consideration.

The conversion period
Converting a farming system 
to organic production requires 
adopting a long-term perspective 
based on a biological approach to 
farm management decisions and 
developing a plan to accommodate 
the impacts of changing 
management practices regarding 
soil fertility, plant nutrition, animal 
health and pest, disease and weed 
control. 
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For this reason, certifiers 
recognise a conversion period 
may take three or more years to 
achieve a functioning biologically 
based farming system.

Organic standards require that a 
farming enterprise must undergo 
a 12-month supervision period by 
an accredited certifying agency to 
ensure a workable conversion plan 
is in place. 

After the first year, the property 
enters the organic ‘in conversion’ 
period, when produce sold in 
the organic marketplace can be 
labelled accordingly.

A property ‘in conversion’ is 
defined in organic standards as

“A production system that has 
adhered to the standard for at 
least one year, and has been 
certified as such, but has not 
qualified as organic for various 
reasons. These include reasons 
such as the conversion system 
has not been operated within the 
requirements for the specified 
period (usually three years); 
the farm does not meet quality 
standards, such as soil structure 
considered appropriate and 
necessary for organic farms; or the 
organic management plan has not 
been sufficiently developed.”

After three years of adherence 
to organic standards, a property 
typically progresses from ‘in-
conversion’ to full ‘organic’ status.

Paperwork and inspections
Certification is granted after 
inspection by an approved 
inspector who reports to the 
certification body. 

Before the inspection, the farmer 
must complete a farm conversion 
plan questionnaire provided by the 
certification body. 

Information required includes a 
background to the operation, an 
organic management plan, maps 
detailing production areas, the 
irrigation system, storage facilities 
and surrounding land use. 

Application dates of the last 
prohibited inputs are also required.

The farmer is expected to work 
closely with the inspection 
body and must complete legal 
documents that pledge to abide by 
the regulations of the organisation.

Certified farmers are licensed to 
use the certifier’s organic label on 
their produce.

To ensure their production 
methods are in compliance to the 
standard, certified farmers are 
subject to an annual inspection by 
the certification body. 

The inspection includes a review 
of the farmer’s performance and 
ability to comply with the standard.

Record keeping
Records must be kept of all inputs 
used on the farm and all outputs 
including sales, wastage and any 
produce that might be withheld 
from sale such as seed and feed. 

Dates, volumes, destination, unit 
descriptions and application rates 
need to be recorded. 

Farmers are expected to keep 
a diary of day-to-day farming 
activities and to report any 
changes to the site or to the nature 
of the enterprise to the certification 
agency.

Farms may convert to organic 
production gradually. 

If the farm is only partially certified, 
meticulous records must be 
maintained of both the organic and 
conventional enterprises.

Production of visually identical 
products on a partially certified 
farm is called parallel production 
and is not permitted because 
of the risk of mixing, however 
limited exemptions may apply for 
perennial plants like fruit trees.

What is HACCP?
Organic standards can require the 
organic farmer to have in place 
a quality management program 
compatible with the Hazard 
Analysis and Critical Control 
Points (HACCP) principles.

Many industry sectors have 
developed quality assurance 
programs for their industries and 
organic farmers are encouraged to 
tap into these systems.

HACCP is an internationally 
recognised basic tool used to 



Supporting your success 3

NW 29 I 2014

develop food safety and quality 
assurance systems.

The main focus of a HACCP 
food safety program is to 
implement measures that prevent 
microbiological, chemical or 
physical contamination, before 
hazards to occur.

The process of HACCP is 
to analyse every part of the 
business’s production, harvest and 
handling procedures to identify the 
major hazards to food safety and 
quality. 

The identified hazards are 
monitored and measures put in 
place to prevent the hazards from 
occurring.

Some important food safety 
hazards to consider on an organic 
farm might include:

• microbiological contamination 
from compost or fish emulsion 
fertilisers

• quality of water used for 
processing or washing produce

• pest control methods

• contamination from outside 
sources, such as transport 
providers

• clean-down procedures.

From the ground up — healthy 
plants stem from healthy soils
Healthy soil is an essential part of 
any farming system. 

In an organic farming operation, 
an effective nutrient cycle 
becomes even more important as 
producers can only use fertilisers 
which are acceptable according to 
organic standards.

By correctly managing inorganic 
elements and organic matter in 
the soil and maintaining good soil 

structure, organic farmers can 
grow healthy crops and pastures.

Organic matter can be added to 
the soil through composted animal 
and poultry manure, approved 
composted industry waste, green 
manure or cover crops. 

The use of compost is a common 
practice. 

With the aim of closing the nutrient 
cycle to minimise outside inputs, 
compost is an ideal way to use any 
available animal and plant waste to 
improve soil conditions.

Yields can also be improved by 
strategies such as sowing crops 
suitable for green manuring, 
accurate fertiliser placement, 
reducing weed competition, timing 
the application of fertiliser with 
appropriate soil moisture levels 
and minimising cultivation and 
waterlogging.

Regular soil tests are important so 
that nutrient input can be matched 
with existing soil conditions and 
anticipated plant needs.

Natural control
Weed, pest and disease 
management often pose the most 
problems for organic farmers, 
during both the conversion phase 
and once an organic system has 
been established.

Instead of simply replacing 
synthetic herbicides and pesticides 
with naturally occurring products, 
system design and management 
are the key to success.

Weed control methods for organic 
farming include cultivation, 
competition, thermal weeding, 
solarisation, crop choice, sowing 
density, fertilisation, irrigation, hand 
weeding, suppression, mechanical 
control, crop rotations, surface 

mulch, livestock and biological 
controls. 

Natural herbicides like acetic acid, 
pine or citrus oil may be permitted 
in some cases. 

Reducing the weed burden prior 
to production is very important and 
early timely control when weeds 
are small is crucial for effective 
management. 

Integrated pest management 
(IPM) is an important part of any 
pest control program and organic 
farmers have a wide range of 
cultural, biological and natural 
pesticides available to control 
various common pests. 

These products include beneficial 
insects, biological pesticides, 
soaps, natural oils, seaweed, 
vinegar, sulphur, and carbon 
dioxide gas. 

Target specific treatments are 
much preferred as these cause 
less disruption to the beneficial 
organisms that help maintain an 
ecological balance.

The role of livestock
Livestock can play a vital role in 
an organic production system as 
they aid nutrient cycling and can 
provide an effective form of weed 
and pest control.

Organic livestock management 
differs from conventional livestock 
management as synthetic 
chemicals cannot be used to treat 
animal health problems. 

This means alternate management 
practices are required which can 
provide some challenges when 
dealing with parasites and disease.
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Department of Agriculture, 
Fisheries and Forestry -      
daff.gov.au/agriculture-food/
food/organic-biodynamic

National Association for 
Sustainable Agriculture 
Australia - nasaa.com.au

Australian Certified Organic/
Biological Farmers of Australia 
- bfa.com.au

Demeter Biodynamic 
Research Institute -      
demeter.org.au

Organic Growers of Australia - 
organicgrowers.org.au

Contact details
Small Landholder Information                                      
Service (SLIS)                                             
agric.wa.gov.au/small_landholder 
+61 (0) 8 9733 7777  
or +61 (0) 8 9780 6100

Important disclaimer 
The Chief Executive Officer of 
the Department of Agriculture 
and Food and the State of 
Western Australia accept no 
liability whatsoever by reason 
of negligence or otherwise 
arising from the use or release 
of this information or any part 
of it. 
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There are a number of ways to 
minimise the likelihood of disease 
and pest outbreaks in livestock, 
much of which centres around 
ensuring animals are grown on 
healthy soil and pasture, along 
with appropriate stocking density, 
rotational grazing, balanced diet 
and sound biosecurity practices.

Is organics for you?
Making the decision to become an 
organic producer is a big decision 
in any farm business. 

More often than not farming 
practices will need to change 
significantly and the accreditation 
process alone will take 
considerable time.

To retain their organic status 
farmers need to follow rigorous 
procedures across the production 
line, from paddock preparation to 
distribution and marketing.

Producers considering embarking 
on organics will benefit from a 
range of information resources to 
help them in their decision.

Achieving organic status and 
forging a future as an organic 
producer certainly has its rewards 
and can provide considerable 
personal satisfaction.


