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Most CSAs choose to grow using organic methods 
as these are fundamental to how and why they 
set up in the first place. Some CSAs also choose to 
become certified, whereas others choose not to. 
This section looks at the pros and cons of organic 
certification to help you decide whether it’s the 
right thing for your CSA.

Organic farming uses the principles of:

 » crop rotations

 » increasing and maintaining soil fertility and 
biological activity through the use of green 
manures, animal manures and/or compost

 » natural control of pests and diseases

 » encouraging biodiversity

 » not using genetically modified organisms

 » not using any chemical herbicides, pesticides or 
fertilisers

 » high welfare standards for animals

Why choose organic certification?
 » It is a legal requirement if you wish to market 

produce as “organic”

 » Organic standards are clear on requirements, 
good practice and they are also recognised 
worldwide

 » Some certification organisations provide 
additional support to organic farmers be it 
technical, marketing or networking

 » You may wish to sell produce surplus to CSA 
requirements to other local markets

 » You may want to save seeds and sell them to 
organic seed companies

 » Organic standards provide a clear line for when 
to say “yes” and “no” for instance if there is any 
debate about farming practice such as how to 
deal with slugs or invading dock leaves. You will 
also have a case for rejecting non-organic inputs

 » Organic certification gives you access to 
support payments through: the organic options 
“Countryside Stewardship” scheme in England 
(£200/ha for horticulture), “Conversion to 
maintenance of organic farming” options in 
Scotland (£200/ha for horticulture), “Glastir 
Organic in Wales” (£400/ ha for horticulture) and 
“Environmental Farming Scheme” in Northern 
Ireland (£197/ha for horticulture). These 
payments may be affected by the UK’s exit from 
the EU but are likely to be available until at least 
2020 soilassociation.org/farmers-growers/
market-information/financial-information 

What you need to consider
Organic certification is one of the most rigorous of 
all systems of accountability for food production, 
so this means that consumers can be confident 
of the integrity of the food they eat. But organic 
certification has a cost to it (usually about £500/
year). For small CSAs this is a significant amount of 
money to pay on an annual basis. 

Organic certification also takes up considerable 
time to administer and any seeds and composts etc 
used on the farm will have to conform to organic 
standards, which may incur additional costs.

Your CSA needs to ensure that the expenses related 
to the certification will assist the CSA to sell and 
market more produce, thus increasing the revenue 
stream and opening up more market opportunities. 

Organic certification
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For example:

 » Are your members committed to organic and 
will they only buy from you if the produce is 
certified?

 » Are your members happy that you are farming 
using organic principles despite not being 
certified? 

 » Is locally grown produce more or as important to 
your members as organic produce? 

 » Does your CSA produce enough to warrant the 
expense of organic certification?

 » Is one of the main reasons you have started the 
CSA to promote organic farming?

 » What are the risks to your CSA of not having 
organic certification?

 » Are you planning to sell at farmers’ markets or 

wholesale, as well as direct through the CSA, and 
if so will your produce command a better price if 
you are certified organic?

 » Are you buying in organic food from other 
growers to sell on to your members? If you 
want to sell it on, labelled organic items must be 
stored separately from non-organically certified 
produce.

These questions and more should form part of 
your business plan and in particular your market 
research. Responses to this research should be 
included in the plan.

What is involved in becoming  
organically certified
It is critical that you assess and understand what is 
involved in becoming organically certified. The land 
has to go through a two-year conversion period. 
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and ecological 
methods with 

no pesticides or 
herbicides
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During this time it will be farmed organically but 
any produce from it cannot be marketed as organic, 
though it can be labelled “organic in conversion”. 

The benefit of having members is that they may 
support the CSA financially during this process. 
The government organic support schemes provide 
enhanced payments during this conversion period 
to help cover additional cost £400/ha in England 
and Scotland, £358/ha in Northern Ireland and 
£600/ha in Wales.

As part of your research, take a look at what other 
CSAs are doing and whether they are certified or 
not. If conversion is likely to have minimal effect 
the CSA may choose not to certify as organic but 
still farm under the same principles. The CSAs’ 
members will, most likely, visit the farm regularly 
and be able to see the farming practices first hand. 

This may negate the need for certification which 
may happen once the CSA is more established and 
secure enough financially to take on the cost. 
Whatever you decide, make sure the decision 
is taken with the best interests of the CSA 
and its members in mind. Depending on your 
organisational structure you may also need to 
consult your members at a general meeting before 
making a decision.

Certification organisations
Produce cannot be labelled as organic unless it has 
been certified by an approved certification body 
(EU Regulation 2092/91). The Soil Association is the 
most well known certification body and currently 
certifies over 70 per cent of UK organic producers 
and processors.  Details of all the different organic 
certifications bodies can be found here:  
gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/
attachment_data/file/474604/organic-control-
bodies.pdf

Alternatives to organic certification
If you choose not to be organically certified there 
may be other cheaper schemes you could register 
with to demonstrate to your customers what 

standards you are following e.g. Wholesome Food 
Association wholesome-food.org

Alternatively you may choose to be upfront about 
a choice not to register for any certification, for 
example The Oak Tree Low Carbon Farm CSA 
includes this in its list of Q&As for potential new 
members, “Is The Oak Tree certified organic?”

“No, and we’re not allowed to use the ‘O’ word 
because we’re not certified.  All cultivation at 
The Oak Tree is done without artificial fertilisers, 
pesticides or other chemicals, and we use only 
natural non-chemical pest control and fertilisers.
Organic certification costs around £500 per year 
and imposes considerable paperwork overhead, 
and might mean we couldn’t feed our animals with 
legal waste food that would otherwise go to land fill, 
and other similar constraints, which would in turn 
increase our carbon emissions.”
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OTHER USEFUL LINKS AND 
RESOURCES

Organic support schemes: 

 » England: gov.uk/guidance/organic-
farming-how-to-get-certification-and-
apply-for-funding

 » Scotland: gov.scot/Topics/farmingrural/
SRDP/RuralPriorities/Options 
conandmainoforganicfarmin

 » Wales: gov.wales/topics/
environmentcountryside/
farmingandcountryside/farming/
schemes/glastir/glastir-organic/?lang=en

 » Northern Ireland: daera-ni.gov.uk/
articles/environmental-farming-scheme-
efs

 » Organic Farm Management Handbook:  
organicresearchcentre.com/?go=Inform 
ationandpublications&page=OrganicFM 
Handbook
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