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S COG’s inception in , changes in the organic sector have been dramatic. A movement 
then struggling to be noticed is now a multi-million dollar industry with widespread consumer 

recognition and national standards backed by federal regulation. 
Organic agriculture is now the fastest growing sector in agriculture, and as such it is the most 

economically and environmentally viable solution for Canada’s rural areas. 
COG plays a significant role by keeping organic agriculture in the public spotlight. Our policy 

and media work, educational materials, production statistics, scholarships, farmer training, mar-
ket development, and the grassroots work of our fifteen regional chapters have a significant posi-
tive impact on organic growing in Canada. 

COG (no. ). Our members are farmers, 
gardeners, processors, retailers, researchers and consumers who share a vision of a sustainable 
bioregionally-based organic food system. 

COG’  is to lead local and national communities towards sustainable organic stewardship 
of land, food and fibre while respecting nature, upholding social justice and protecting natural 
resources.

J C O G

Canadian Organic Growers
Cultivons biologique Canada

Organic agriculture:

helps Canada meet its Kyoto commitments by sequestering carbon in the soil and producing 
food with energy efficient methods
increases soil organic matter and a diversity of living soil organisms
improves water quality and quantity
improves biodiversity 
improves the health of soil, plants, animals, farm workers, consumers
increases farm financial viability by reducing dependence on inputs and providing farmers 
a fairer return for their products
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This handbook was funded in part by Agriculture and Agri-Food Canada through the 
Advancing Canadian Agriculture and Agri-Food (ACAAF) program. We wish to acknow-
ledge the support of the following organizations for making this publication possible: the 
Investment Agriculture Foundation of British Columbia, the Manitoba Rural Adaptation 
Council, the New Brunswick Agriculture Council / Conseil Agricole Nouveau-Brunswick, 
the Territorial Farmers Association and the Yukon Agricultural Association.

Agriculture and Agri-Food Canada (AAFC) is pleased to participate in the publication of this 
guide. AAFC is committed to working with its industry partners to increase public awareness of 
the importance of the agriculture and agri-food industry to Canada. Opinions expressed in this 
handbook are those of Canadian Organic Growers (COG) and not necessarily AAFC’s.
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T  could not have been written without the insights and ex-
perience of the organic farmers featured in these pages. Thanks to Fred 

Dollar (Prince Edward Island), Marv Dyck (Manitoba), Henry  Ellenberger 
(Ontario), Garrett Gillespie (Yukon), Don Kizlyk (Saskatchewan),  Marcus 
Koenig (Ontario), Bruce Miller (British Columbia), Donald Roussy (Que-
bec), Isaiah Swidersky (Ontario), and Dan Vriend (Alberta). 

Thanks to those who took the time to review and enhance the manuscript 
with their suggestions: Dr. Derek Lynch (Nova Scotia), Hugh Martin and Dr. 
Eugenia Banks (Ontario), and Bruce Miller (British Columbia); and to Bill 
Barkley who conducted one of the interviews in French.

Any errors or omissions are mine alone. 

Maureen Bostock, November .
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Maureen Bostock (siting on the tractor) and Elizabeth Snyder

Maureen Bostock 
farmed in northwest 
British Columbia for 
ten years before moving 
to Sweet Meadow Farm 
in Balderson, On-
tario with her partner, 
Elizabeth Snyder, in 

. There she grows 
certified organic pota-
toes and a wide range 
of other vegetables. She 
is an organic inspector 
in the eastern Ontario 
region and is a member 
of the International 
Organic Inspectors 
Association. Maureen 
is a board member of 
the Ecological Farmers 
Association of Ontario 
and represents EFAO 
to the CGSB Organic 
Technical Committee 
which oversees amend-
ments to the Canadian 
Organic Standards. 
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I
W  as farming the way our grandparents did. 

While organic farming draws on many traditional farming practices, 
it also has been built upon modern research and experimentation to find 
new answers to old questions. Chemical agriculture evolved as a response to 
the overbearing pests and diseases that plagued farmers in the early twen-
tieth century. The soil on many farms had become exhausted by intensive 
agriculture. Monoculture had become a common practice. Today, as a result 
of our understanding of soil management, organic farmers in Canada enjoy 
yields which approach the levels of our conventional colleagues. Organic 
farming has accomplished this using a method of production that feeds the 
soil and leaves a smaller ecological footprint.

Conventional potato farming employs a vast range of chemicals for fer-
tility, weed, pest and disease control, top-kill, and prevention of sprouting 
in storage. Organic potato farmers have addressed most of these issues and 
eliminated the factors in potato production which contribute to chemical 
dependency. Crop rotation, organic inputs and strict cull pile sanitation have 
raised organic potato production to within   % of conventional yields in 
some regions.

Some challenges remain in producing a marketable crop: in parts of 
Canada, the climate is humid; in other regions, insect pests arrive with the 
hot winds from the south, for example. Strategies have been devised to mini-
mize these environmental factors.

This Practical Skills handbook introduces organic potatoes as a valuable 
cash crop and provides an overview of organic potato production practices. 
Whether you are a conventional potato farmer, an organic farmer interested 
in potatoes as a new cash crop, or a farmer considering transition to organic 
production methods, this handbook can provide you with the practical skills 
to take to the field.

There are many reasons why farmers are considering a transition to 
organic farming. Most are concerned about the impact of pesticides and 
herbicides on the environment and on the health of the farm family. The link 
between human illness and pesticides has been well established. The cost of 
the health and environmental impacts of these chemicals to the taxpayer is 
estimated at -million annually in Ontario alone. 1

1

“The management 
required for twenty 
acres of organic 
potatoes is about the 
same as five hundred 
acres of organic grain 
or two hundred acres of 
organic soybeans, and 
the value of the crop is 
about equal.”

Marcus Koenig
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The use of chemical inputs strains the ecosystem and has led to the decline 
of many bird, bat and insect species. This loss of biodiversity may increase 
our vulnerability to new pest challenges in the years to come. 

The leaching of nutrients from conventional agricultural soils has re-
sulted in nitrate poisoning of our rivers and lakes. This has affected shell-
fish in Prince Edward Island, produced pathogenic algal blooms in Ontario’s 
inland lakes and resulted in high nitrate concentrations in forages in BC’s 
Fraser Valley. 

The onset of climate change has alerted us to the detrimental effects of 
industrial agriculture on the environment. With peak oil on the horizon, 
agricultural systems will no longer be able to rely on fertilizers made from 
increasingly scarce non-renewable resources. 

Organic farming supports a healthy ecosystem and uses less energy to 
produce nutritious food. Lower input costs and higher prices for their prod-
ucts often lead to a greater net return for farmers. Farmers also benefit from 
a healthier work and living environment and healthier soils for all the crops 
in the rotation.

This Practical Skills handbook offers an overview of organic potato pro-
duction methods, organic strategies for dealing with pests and diseases, crop 
rotation, fertility, and seed potato production. Detailed descriptions of po-
tato pests and diseases, a complete listing of potato varieties and a discus-
sion of soil science are beyond the scope of this text and are covered in the 
Chapter  Resource listing at the end of the book.

F
 MacRae, Rod et al. . Ontario Goes Organic: How to Access Canada’s Growing Billion Dol-

lar Market For Organic Food. World Wildlife Fund Canada & Organic Agriculture Centre of 
Canada.
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O
O  ensure the sustainability of the farm and the 

ecosystem. Organic farming is a stewardship in which the land and 
the environment are nurtured to optimum health. The principle of feeding 
the soil forms the foundation of organic agriculture and crop rotation is the 
cornerstone. 

Tillage and cultivation practices used to grow potatoes can damage the 
soil structure and microorganisms, so maintaining soil health is particularly 
critical. Potatoes are a heavy feeder, requiring good soil fertility to produce a 
high yield of marketable tubers.

Inputs should be selected according to the principle that they neither 
harm the soil life nor the environment. Rather than use chemical fertiliz-
ers, organic farmers feed the soil microorganisms by building organic matter 
and using non-synthetic sources of fertility such as cover crops, composts 
and rock dusts. 

Diverse habitat, such as wild lands and hedgerows, help provide a balanced 
environment in which birds, bats and beneficial insects can thrive. Chemical 
fertilizers, herbicides, pesticides and genetically engineered  organisms are 
prohibited in organic agriculture. 

By planting overwintering cover crops and leaving vulnerable slopes 
(those greater than  %) in perennial forage, organic farmers protect their 
fields from erosion. The Canadian Organic Standards require organic farm-
ers to develop a management plan to protect their soils.

The stewardship of organic farmers extends to ensuring that the potatoes 
retain their nutrition, vitality and organic integrity from the time of harvest 
until they reach the consumer or processing facility. 

O

After June, , products sold as organic for interprovincial and inter-
national trade will be required by federal regulation to meet the Canadian 
Organic Standards. The Consumer Packaging and Labelling Act is expected 
to enforce the use of the organic label in marketing within provinces.

 

2
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Organic certification is required when marketing organic potatoes across 
provincial or national borders. To become certified organic, the land must 
pass through a transition period which is defined as thirty-six months from 
the date of the last application of non-permitted  substances.

The transition period serves three purposes:
to clean the soil of prohibited substance residues 
to rebuild soil biology which has been disturbed by conventional inputs 
and practices 
to give the transitioning farmer time to absorb the lessons of a new 
approach to farming 

Canadian Organic Standards

The Canadian Organic Standards consist of two parts:

1 CAN/CGSB – 32.310 Organic Production Systems – General Principles & Management 
Standards which defines the parameters of organic production as well as the require-
ments for handling and processing of organic foods; and 

2 CAN/CGSB – 32.311 Organic Production Systems – Permitted Substances List which 
itemizes inputs that may be used on organic farms, including soil amendments, crop 
production aids, livestock materials, processing substances and sanitation materials. 

The Canadian Organic Standards can be downloaded from the website of the Canadian 
General Standards Board at: www.pwgsc.gc.ca/cgsb/on_the_net/organic/index-e.html 

The Canadian Organic Office of the Canadian Food Inspection Agency is responsible for 
enforcing the Canadian Organic Regulations. Regulatory information is available online at 
www.inspection.gc.ca/english/fssa/orgbio/orgbioe.shtml

Canadian Organic Growers answers frequently-asked questions and provides Standards in-
formation on its website www.cog.ca
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