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I N T R O D U C T I O N
 
Since 2000, the Atlantic Canadian Organic 
Regional Network (ACORN) has been the 
key organization for information on organic 
agriculture, eating organics, and connecting 
all the parts together. From seed to farmer to 
consumer, ACORN works to bring the whole 
picture together–making food choices healthier 
and more environmentally responsible.  

As a non-profit organization, ACORN promotes 
organic agriculture by facilitating information 
exchange, coordinating informal education 
for producers and consumers, and networking 
with interested regional and national parties. 

ACORN’s Atlantic Organic Production Survey 
gathers the voices of organic producers and 
processors to glean insight into their current 
operations and plans for the future. The 2014-
15 survey was answered by representatives 
from 86 of the 169 organic operations in the 
four Atlantic provinces. This year, respondents 
from Nova Scotia (44%), New Brunswick (30%) 
and Prince Edward Island (26%) participated. 
There were no participants from Newfoundland 
& Labrador. Broadly, the topics they considered 
ranged from farming practices; type of organic 
production; reasons for organic certification; 
land use and infrastructure; and markets. 51 
questions have been distilled into this report, 
which aims to deliver the information you need 
to better understand and support the growth of 
the Atlantic Organic sector.
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T H E  P E O P L E  &  T H E I R  R E A S O N S

The 2014-15 production year found the Atlantic Organic Sector meeting steady demands for 
growth, or in some cases, even confronting more demand for growth than it can meet with 
existing production. It is encouraging to see that for these same producers and processors, 
three-quarters are serving a mix of new and returning customers, and one quarter have repeat 
customers year after year.
 

Who is Farming Organically in Atlantic Canada? 

Most of the farmers who took the 2014-15 Atlantic Organic Production Survey are between the 
ages of 56 and 69 years old, live in Nova Scotia, and became certified organic during the 2006-10 
production years. On par with trends indicated in other regions of Canada, this data confirms that 
more new entrants are needed to support the continued renewal of the region’s agricultural sector. 

90% of the farmers surveyed are older than 31 years of age. Looking 
closer, it is important to see that a significant 34% of Atlantic 
Organic producers who completed this survey are between the ages 
of 56 and 69 years old. Although one might be hard-pressed to find a 
retired farmer anywhere, it is somewhat reassuring to see that 31% 
of those surveyed are 46-55 years old, and another strong 24% are 
31-45 years old. Overall, it is evident that a more equivalent balance 
of figures among each age category –and most ideally, a higher 
figure representing younger farmers–would be more assuring in 

building a strong future of revitalized rural farming communities in Atlantic Canada. To support 
this mission, through the development of numerous programs, events and resources, ACORN’s 
many efforts assist in organic farmer establishment, sustainability and business transition.  

29% More demand than I/we can meet

 64% Steady demand

6% Declining demand

WHAT ARE YOU EXPERIENCING FOR MARKET GROWTH?
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“Yes, definitely!” 
 organic certification influences 
consumers’ interest and choices.

Annual Sales Values

In 2014, 10% of Atlantic Organic Producers sold less than $5,000 of certified organic 
products, while another 5% sold more than $1 million. The increments in between show 
three sizeable pools of producers. The largest is 18% of producers who sold between 
$100,000 and $500,000 in certified organic products in 2014, followed by 16% who sold 

between $5,000 and $10,000, and 14% who sold between $40,000 and $60,000. 

Farm & Off-Farm Income

While 58% of organic producers responded that they are indeed making a profit, a 
significant 18% are losing money at organic farming. 52% of survey respondents earn 
off-farm income, evenly split between full-time and part-time employment. For 59% of 

respondents, another household member is earning off-farm income. 

Why Go Organic?

85 of 86 respondents selected their top three reasons to go organic as: 
1) Increased consumer confidence (78.8%), 2) Improved farm practices 
(68.2%), and 3) Higher prices (54.1%). Two-thirds of these same 
producers believe that “Yes, definitely!” organic certification influences 

consumers’ interest and choices. Another third believe that it “Maybe 
helps to establish trust and communication” for consumers.

 < $5,000 10%
 $5,000 - $10,000 16%
 $40,000 - $60,000 14%
 $100,000 - $500,000 18%
 > $1 million 5%
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Education and Training

Though farmers work far more than the traditional 9-5 work-week and despite a lifestyle immersion 
in agriculture, the interest in expanding technical knowledge of farming practices and production 
techniques is a life-long, evolving education. Based on our survey responses, producers are keen to 
continue honing their understanding of important farming topics. 

ACORN delivers comprehensive agricultural training and education in a variety 
of formats, ranging from lecture-style workshops, to more participatory kitchen-
table meetings, webinars, online resources and group trips. 

When asking growers “which format works best?”, survey responses indicated 
appreciation for a diverse range of delivery, rather than one most common form 
of training. 

At the top of the list, one-on-one consultations with a guest speaker/farm 
specialist was ranked highest as “Very Attractive,” and followed closely by the 

“More Attractive” options of Group 
consultation with guest speakers/
farm specialist, and Kitchen-table 
meetings with fellow regionally-
based farmers.
 
Not to be overlooked were the 
“Somewhat Attractive” other options 
of Online Forum for Farmer-to-
Farmer Discussion/Q&A, Videos 
– farmer interviews on production 
practices and techniques, and Farm-
based “How-To” Workshops (i.e. 

construct a greenhouse; build a wash station). Guidebooks on specific agricultural 
topics/issues (i.e. rules and regulations; farm business planning) and Webinars 
on production/marketing practices/techniques were appealing too, just to a 
marginally lesser extent. 

As it turns out, of the thirteen topics we listed in the survey, 
Atlantic Organic Producers wanted us to know that they are “Very 

Interested” in learning more about the following five topics: 

1   Soil Fertility 
2   Tools, Technologies and Farm Infrastructure 
3   Fruit 

4   Direct Marketing 
5   Business Management and Planning

which format works best? 

consultations 

with a guest speaker/ 
farm specialist 
were ranked highest
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 T H E  L A N D  &  I N F R A S T R U C T U R E

The Land
63 of 86 survey participants answered our question about Total Production Acres, including land 
for cover crop and rotational purposes. Their responses demonstrate that the majority of Atlantic 
organic operations are small farms: Nearly a third farm on five or less acres of land and 21% farm 
on land between five to ten acres. 26% farm on acreage within the range of more than 100 to less 
than 500 acres. When it comes to Commercial Production Acres, 59 of 86 survey participants’ 
responses demonstrate a similar pattern. 

 24% 2 acres or less
 32% > 2 but < 10 acres
 14% > 100 but < 300 acres
 10% > 300 but < 500 acres

Most Needed Infrastructure
First it’s grown, then it’s harvested, but before it’s distributed, where does the product go? 30% 
of farmers say that Storage Facilities (on-farm or off-farm) are their most critical need to support 
their certified organic production, which suggests that if growers had more or better facilities, 
they could supply the increased levels of demand for organic products through a greater part of 
the year. 

By a slim margin, Marketing and Distribution Infrastructure (e.g. advertising and transportation) 
was the second highest need noted (29%), ahead of Value-Added Infrastructure (e.g. a community 
kitchen or processing equipment) (20%).

 

T H E  P R O D U C T S

What are they producing?
Most respondents’ production operations are:
• Market Farms (41%)*
• Field crops (26%)
•  Other Organic products (e.g. beverages, maple 

syrup, non-food products) (27%)
• Fruit/Vineyard (22%)

• Livestock (18%) 

*Market Farms were defined as “small-scale mixed 
horticultural operations”.

MARKET
FARMS

FIELD
CROPS

FRUIT/
VINEYARD

LIVESTOCK

OTHER
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Market Farms
We asked farmers, “What vegetable crops do 
you produce in the most abundance,” and set 
the cap at ten. Tomatoes, potatoes, and carrots 
tied for most abundantly grown produce. 14% 
of farmers surveyed cited these vegetables 
as their Number One crop. Garlic was a close 
runner-up, and is abundantly produced by 11% 
of survey responders.

In the Number Two category, 18% 
of producers said that carrots 
were their second most abundant 
crop. For 15% of farmers, 
tomatoes were Number Two.

As for the third most abundantly 
grown certified organic 
vegetable crop in Atlantic 
Canada, mixed salad greens 
topped the list for 18% of 
surveyed farmers, with tomatoes 
and carrots tying to follow at 15%.

Other vegetables that made the Top Ten 
production list were beets, onion, cucumbers, 
potatoes, beans, broccoli, peas, cabbage, squash, 
rhubarb, and lettuce.

When we asked farmers to estimate the total 
amount of product sold, the list of vegetables 
looks a bit different. It appears that those that 
were grown in abundance weren’t necessarily 
the highest sellers. Beans, carrots, beets, 

cucumbers, and tomatoes were the five 
vegetables that garnered the most farmer 
response. The actual weights of produce sold 
varied considerably from farm to farm, so total 
product sold (in lbs) by the sector is shown. 

 beans 45,294 lbs
 carrots 905,391 lbs
 beets 180,703 lbs
 cucumbers 17,834 lbs 
 tomatoes 32,360 lbs

Season extension mechanisms for vegetable 
crops include (un)heated greenhouses, high 

tunnels, row covers, hoop 
houses, and cold frames. Of 
the 30 farmers who weighed in 
on this topic, 83% use season 
extension for their tomato 
crops (primarily unheated 
greenhouses at 60%, with heated 
greenhouses and high tunnels at 
rates of 25% each). 

It’s similar for peppers and 
cucumbers, whose seasons are 

extended by 57% of respondents. Unheated 
greenhouses are the mainstay with these 
vegetable crops, then heated greenhouses and 
high tunnels round out the extension practices. 

Mixed salad greens (also a 57% extension rate) 
also rely on unheated greenhouses to extend 
their growing season, and farmers use row 
covers to the same extent, while high tunnels 
are the next preferred option. 

The top five 
most abundantly 
produced crops 
are tomatoes, 

potatoes, 
carrots, garlic, 

and salad greens
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Field Crops
A good quarter of ACORN-surveyed farms are 
growing field crops for forage, food, or feed. 
Their acreages vary widely: 

17 of 28 respondents produce field crops 
for forage, pasture, or hay. Most (29%) are 
producing on either under 25 or between 50 and 
100 acres, while another 18% are producing on 
between 100 and 300 acres.

12 of 28 are growing grain for food, of which 
42% do so on 100-300acres, and 33% use 
<25acres.

11of 28 farmers produce organic 
grain as rotation crops or cover 
crops. Here, 27% are doing so 
on <10 acres, and another 27% 
on 50-100 acres.

Field crop producers are growing 
mostly buckwheat, feed wheat, 
milling wheat, and food-grade 

soybeans. The total crop 
inventories for the 2014 

growing season (defined 
as April-December 
2014, which may carry 
into 2015 sales), are 
measured in tonnes and have been 

averaged per farm: buckwheat 26T, feed 
wheat 18T, milling wheat 8T, and food-

grade soybeans 88T.

Other Organic Products
18 of 86 farmers produce cider 
(22%), cut-flowers (22%), seed 
(22%), and ‘other’ organic 
products (e.g. beverages, maple 
syrup) (22%). The four farmers 
producing cider made a total 
of approximately 18,000 litres 
in the 2014 season. Those 
growing cut-flowers produced 
approximately 3,100 bouquets. 

And those producing seeds filled 
17,350 seed packets.

Fruit 
25 horticultural producers indicated that 
strawberries, apples, and currants are their top 
selling products. 

Strawberries are sold by over half of the 
horticultural farmers, who are mostly seeking 
to either expand (57% of them) or grow the same 
(29%) amount of strawberries next year. For 
the four (out of 6 respondents) who 
answered our question about 
season extensions, 100% 
of them will use row 
cover. 

32% of 
horticultural 
producers sold 
apples, and two-
thirds are planning to 
expand their apple production 
for the next growing season.

The next highest selling fruit 
crop is currants, which are sold 
by 24% of the 25 horticultural 
producers.

Expansion plans are in the 
works for horticultural farmers’ 

raspberry and blueberry crops, which will 
respectively see 55% and 60% growth next 
season.

Other than row covers for strawberries, 
melons are the only other fruit crop for which 
producers are currently using any season 
extension strategies (a blend of high tunnel, row 
covers, hoop houses, and cold frames). 

Vineyards
Last year, certified organic producers in the 
Maritimes sold a total of 38,400 lbs of wine grapes, 
and grew these on plots smaller than 7 acres. This 
translates to about 18,000 litres of wine.

1/4 of  
farms are 

growing field 
crops for 

forage, food, 
or feed
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Livestock
Fortunately for consumers, despite high costs of certified organic feed, some 
producers are raising certified organic livestock. For the 13 farmers who 
responded, the three prominent categories are beef cattle, poultry for eggs, 
and poultry for meat. Production has been measured in inventory (size of 
herd or flock).

Of the eight producers that are raising beef cattle, 38% of those 
producers care for herds of 10 or less cattle, and 25% have herds 
smaller than 100. In 2014, 57% of producers sold less than 2,000 
lbs of meat, while another 29% of farmers sold less than 
10,000 lbs.

As for laying hens, 38% of the eight producers surveyed 
have flocks smaller than 100 birds, and 25% of producers 
have flocks larger than 100. 

Meat birds, on the other hand, are in the stewardship of six 
surveyed farmers. 33% produced more than 100 birds, and another 33% produced more 
than 500 birds in the 2014 season. Nearly half of the farmers (40%) sold less than 500 lbs of poultry 
meat last year, while 20% sold less than 10,000 lbs, another 20% sold less than 5,000lbs, and a final 
20% sold less than 2,000 lbs of poultry meat in 2014.

 

Top Five Marketing Channels 
66 of 86 survey respondents indicated where they sell their 

products, demonstrating a clear preference for direct 
marketing techniques, but otherwise showing quite a range 
in amount of generated sales in these categories. The top 
five categories most responded to were Farmers’ Markets 
(64% of respondents weighed in), Farm Gates (58%), Small 
Local Retailers (48%), Restaurants (41%), and CSA/delivery 

program (33%). The choices within these categories allowed 
survey participants to mark the range of sales made at each 

venue, from 100% of sales down to less than 25% or even never/
not likely to sell through this channel. 

It seems that although most farmers surveyed had something to say 
about Farmers’ Markets, within the category, 29% said that this is where they sell less than 25% of 
their products, and only 21% sell 75% of their products through this channel.

FARMERS 
MARKETS

FARM 
GATESSMALL 

LOCAL 
RETAILERS

RESTAURANTS

CSA

•  While 58% of farmers sell at Farm Gates, 44% 
of those sales represent less than 25% of those 
farmers’ total sales. 

•  Nearly half of Atlantic Organic Producers make 
sales to small local retailers, but more than 
half of these sales (56%) are less than 25% of all 
of their sales. 

•  41% of farmers sell to restaurants, but again 
this is mostly (44%) less than 25% of their total 
sales.

•  With CSAs, nearly a third of farmers offering 
such a program make 75% of their sales 
through this channel. Another 27% make less 
than 25% of their sales through their CSA.
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Retail & Restaurant Sales 

Those producers who do some wholesaling provided their top retail and restaurant customers 
of organic products in the region. Within the thirty respondents, 23% of farmers sell to Pete’s 
locations (Halifax & Bedford), 20% to Real Food Connections (Fredericton), and 17% to True Food 
Organics (Fredericton). Atlantic organic producers (13% each) also use retailers such as Aura Foods 
(Fredericton), Dolma Food (Moncton & Dieppe), Sobeys locations, and Sequoia (Moncton & Dieppe) 

to sell their products.

26 farmers supplied a list of over 50 restaurants 
where they make sales. The list was too varied 
to represent any meaningful trends, but it is 
encouraging to see that so many businesses are 
supportive of local organic products. 
 

 Travel Distance
Mostly at full capacity, one third of Atlantic Organic Producers travel less than 50km to get their 
products to market. They do not have capacity to take deliveries from other farms (71% answered 
‘No’ to this specific survey question). The next significant groups of farmers must travel between 
50-100km (25%) or over 350km (17%) to deliver their products to buyers. Another 12% of those 
surveyed reach markets, buyers, and customers by traveling around 150km on a weekly basis. In 
spite of these distribution challenges, most farmers are not feeling blocked from markets: 68% 
said ‘No,’ when asked if there were markets they wanted to reach, but were unable to access due to 
distribution challenges.

 

L O O K I N G  A H E A D

New Crops & Products
37 people told us a thing or two about what’s upcoming for 
their farms next season. We asked “Are you planning on trying 
any new crops or products?” to which seven farmers gave an 
unequivocal “No.” Another four said they will be trying sweet potatoes, three will 
plant garlic, and two will experiment with grains. The remaining survey participants 
listed a variety of plans – from fruits to nuts to secrets!

Products for Export
Eight farmers made a diverse list of potential export products, including beef jerky, traditional 
method sparkling wine, black currants, kale, cabbages, rutabaga, cereals, apples for baby food, and 
sea buckthorn juice & chaff.

What about the Next 10 Years?
Though the average farmer in Atlantic Canada is over 55, based on market demand, two-thirds of 
Atlantic Organic Producers noted that they will expand their farm/business plans over the next 
decade. 22% will remain the same.

 It’s encouraging to see that so many 

businesses are supportive 
of local organic products.
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If you have any comments about this report, please contact acornoffice@acornorganic.org, 
or call the ACORN Office toll-free at 1-866-322-2676. 

Please note that ACORN functions as a membership-based non-profit organization, and 
your support is vital in contributing to the future of ACORN’s important efforts assisting the 
Atlantic Organic network. For more information about the numerous benefits of joining or 
renewing your ACORN membership (as little as $50 a year for many great outcomes!), or by 
simply making a donation, please visit www.acornorganic.org.  

C O N C L U S I O N

In summary, the findings from ACORN’s Atlantic Organic Production Survey provide 
a helpful reference point for both regional and national agricultural working groups in 
determining growth trends, opportunities, barriers and successes representing Atlantic 
Organic Producers and Processors. 

In accordance with the steady growth of the Canadian Organic market, it is evident 
that as consumer demand for organic products continues to rise, the Atlantic organic 
market is now a well-established and innovative constituent of the agriculture and agri-
food sector in Atlantic Canada. While certain industries are seeing increased holds of 
the market share and as more local organic producers explore new market channels, 
there is simultaneously significant need for both government and other agricultural 
organizations to assist new or transitioning producers with the expansion of available 
high-quality organic foods.

Moving forward, this data will heavily influence the research and planning of ACORN’s 
activities for the 2016 season, shaping follow-up events, communications and 
resources that will be designed to meet the needs of the sector. Based on these survey 
findings, and echoing recommendations emerging from the Canada Organic Trade 
Association’s 2013 National Market Study, ACORN identifies the following key points 
and opportunities for consideration: 

•  Increasing consumer education and awareness of certified organic agriculture could 
be a crucial step in increasing profitability for local organic producers/processors;

•  There are particularly significant opportunities for growth and viability in the grain, 
fruit, meat and poultry sectors; 

•  Improved, expanded and possibly cooperatively managed regional storage facilities 
could vastly improve the range and year-round availability of local organic foods in 
Atlantic Canada; 

•  Effective provincial regulation of organic products is a necessary step in supporting 
the growth of the sector and in creating more clarity throughout the value chain of the 
requirements and practices of certified organic producers and processors.   
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