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The organic food system is built on four main principles – health, ecology, fairness and 
care – that resonate with a wide base of producers and consumers alike. Published to 
coincide with Organic Week, held September 12 to 18, 2022, in co-operation with the 
Canada Organic Trade Association (COTA), this special feature will highlight the 
impact, challenges and opportunities of Canada’s organic sector.

Proposed topics:
CULTIVATING CARE – Why are responsible, care-first organic farming practices 
important in today's society?
HOLISTIC HEALTH – How do organic farming practices benefit people, animals and 
the planet?
NATURAL CHOICE – Why are organic farming synonymous with natural ecological 
cycles?
ORGANIC FOR ALL– Why is a dedication to equity, respect and stewardship in 
farming practices increasingly essential for people and the planet?

and organic practices complement
each other as a pathway to the
health of our soil, communities and
environment.”
Providing communities with

good nutritious food, being good
stewards of the land and ensuring
the economic sustainability of
the business are all elements of
meeting the triple bottom line of
“people, planet and profit,” says
Mr. Israel. “We have a responsibility
to leave things in better shape for
the future, and I believe the health
of humanity is directly tied to the
health of our soil.”
Tia Loftsgard, executive director

of the Canada Organic Trade
Association, also sees soil health
as key. “Regenerative organic
agriculture not only maintains
resources but improves them,” she
says. “With only about 60 years
of topsoil remaining at current
practices, nothing less will do if we
are going to be able to produce
food for the next generation.”
What comes first for Carolyn

Young, executive director of the
Organic Council of Ontario (OCO),
is a recognition that agricultural
emissions, which make up about
12 per cent of total Canadian
emissions, are not only significant
– they are going up. In 2018, they
were 22 per cent higher compared
to 1990.
“Nitrogen-based fertilizers and

inputs are a contributing factor.
According to a National Farmers
Union report, to produce, transport
and apply one tonne of nitrogen

fertilizer requires energy equivalent
to nearly two tonnes of gasoline,”
she explains. “And Canadian
farmers have doubled nitrogen use
since 1993.”
Organic farming eliminates the

use of all synthetic chemicals,
synthetic fertilizers and genetically
engineered (GMO) seeds, and this
means organic producers have to
use different tools for managing
diseases and pests.
“Organic agriculture often relies

on tillage to manage weeds, but
one of the three key pillars of
regenerative practices is reducing
soil disturbance, especially tillage,”
says Mr. Israel, who is also a
member of OCO and participates
in Living Labs on-farm research
related to organic regenerative
practices. “A focus on cultural
practices can help to manage
weeds and other pest pressures in
a way that enriches the ecology
and the health of the soil rather
than depleting it.”
A second priority is ensuring that

land bases support the amount of
livestock raised, he explains. “We
are organic pork producers, and we
have neighbours who are in the
beef, dairy and poultry business,
so we are able to trade manure in
order to keep the nutrients on the
land, which is quite important.”
The third pillar is to foster as

much diversity as possible, and
for 3Gen Organics, this means
a diverse crop rotation, notes
Mr. Israel. “We grow close to 10
different main crop species in

addition to over 20 different cover
crop species, which means we
never have a monoculture in any
area of the farm.”
These three key pillars of

regenerative agriculture can be
incorporated into any operation,
regardless whether producers are
organic or conventional, which
makes this a “neat, inclusive
approach to farming,” says Mr.
Israel. “We need everyone to
come together, from producers to
consumers, to support a vibrant
local food system. Our symbiotic
relationship really needs to shine in
these difficult times.”
Ms. Young sees “organic farming

as a way that farmers and eaters can
help be part of the solution to the
climate crisis.
“In nearly 40 years of comparing

the effects of conventional versus
organic agriculture side by side, the
Farming Systems Trial has found
that organic systems use 45 per
cent less energy, release 40 per
cent fewer carbon emissions, and
improve the health and quantity
of soil over time,” she says. “They
also have the potential to produce
yields up to 40 per cent higher in
times of drought than conventional
systems.”
Not only can regenerative organic

agriculture be a climate solution
by reducing emissions in general,
says Ms. Young, it can also help
farmers to become more resilient in
the face of extreme weather events
by reducing costs and potentially
increasing yields.
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Canadians may have noticed an
increase in availability – both in
volume and variety – of small
organic tomatoes. The growing
number of consumers reaching for
tasty, bite-sized tomatoes, such as
cherry, grape, medley and heirloom
varieties, hasn’t gone unnoticed
by Vitalis Organic Seeds, a trusted
global supplier of certified organic
vegetable and herb seed with a
strong presence in Canada and
across North America.
“We’ve seen a growing tendency

of consumers opting for a diverse
assortment of smaller tomatoes,
and we work with organic growers
to meet this market demand,” says
Erica Renaud, regional marketing
manager North America for Enza
Zaden, of which Vitalis is a division.
“This has led to a higher emphasis
in breeding, selection and product
development programs for specialty
tomatoes.”
Such market trends are only one

of the factors that inform seed
breeding and production, where
success depends on focusing on the
most appropriate genetic material
for a certain region and specific
growing conditions. “Organic
seeds come with additional
requirements: they need to be free
of contaminants and adapted to
perform well under organic growing
conditions,” says Ms. Renaud.
“We do a lot of screening of our
genetics with organic open field and
greenhouse growers to identify the
traits they need for their production
systems and markets.”
A major difference between

organic and conventional
agriculture is the availability
of management tools. Where
conventional agriculture uses
synthetic chemicals for pest control,
disease management, fertility and
so on, organic agriculture relies on
symbiotic relationships between
micro-organisms and organic
matter, beneficial insects, climate
and more.
That’s why Vitalis Organic Seeds

are developed to perform well with
biological systems, such as crop
rotation, intercropping, organic
fertilization, natural pest control and
mechanical cultivation for weed
control, says Ms. Renaud. “For
organic seeds, we select for higher
levels of nutrient efficiency, such as
nitrogen uptake, for example, so
the plants are more vigorous under
organic management conditions.”
Producing nearly 500 certified

organic varieties distributed in
over 35 countries, the family-
owned business headquartered in
The Netherlands works to ensure
regional adaptation of premium
genetics through 12 local research
stations around the world.
“We work with organic growers

and producers to identify the best
genetics for each market,” she
says, adding that conventionally
produced seed cannot fully
accomplish the goals of organic
agriculture, since the seeds may be
subject to chemical-based inputs,
including synthetic fertilizers,
pesticides and herbicides, or may

PLANTING THE SEED OF
SUCCESS FOR ORGANIC GROWTH

limate change is wreaking
havoc in many forms

worldwide – it also threatens food
security. Recent research findings
suggest that regenerative organic
agriculture can offer a vital line of
defence against climate change
impacts as well as help to enhance
and sustain food systems.
In the absence of action, the

current outlook is concerning. In
2018, for example, costs of severe
weather to Canadian farms reached
$2-billion, the fourth highest on
record.
Many Canadian food producers

and consumers believe
maintaining the status quo in food
systems is no longer enough.
Agriculture has to be part of
the solution, with approaches
that help to regenerate soil and
agro-ecosystems promising
significant benefits for soil health,
biodiversity, water and air quality.
For Brett Israel, associate

manager at 3Gen Organics, a farm
that has been in the family for over
five generations, “regenerative
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9italis Organic Seeds is working with Canadian growers to develop
varieties that meet their needs. SUPPLIED

estimated sales value
Fruits & vegetables

Beverages
Dairy & eggs

Packages/prepared foods
Bread & grains

Condiments
Snack foods

Meat, poultry & seafood

40.8%
13.6%
10.5%
13.5%
8.8%
4.5%
5.3%
2.9%

annual growth since 2017

Canada Organic
certification is
trustworthy

Organic buyers spend on average

$160 per week
on groceries, up $27 since 2017

$8.1-billion

14.9%

55%
of Canadians believe

THE CANADIAN ORGANIC MARKET ORGANIC FOOD SALES BY
PRODUCT IN 2020

The Canada Organic
Trade Association (COTA)
is the membership-
based association for the
organic sector in Canada,
representing growers,
processors, certifiers,
provincial farmers’
associations, retailers and
others in the organic value
chain.
canada-organic.ca

The Organic Council of
Ontario (OCO) is the voice
for organics in Ontario.
As the only full value
chain organic association
operating at the provincial
level, OCO represents over
1,300 certified organic
operators as well as the
businesses, organizations
and individuals bringing food
from farm to plate.
organiccouncil.ca

Your trusted
supplier of quality
organic ingredients.
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