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Increasing Access to Organic Support 
Providing science-based information on organic crop production

The Situation 
Certified organic grains are in high demand and 
supply chains are struggling to find sufficient 
domestic supplies of organic wheat, corn and 
soybean. Organic certification offers farmers strong 
price premiums over conventional markets and can 
improve farm profitability. However, transition to and 
management of organic crops is challenging and 
involves a steep learning curve for producers. Not 
only is transition challenging, but farmers lack 
access to a robust network of agronomists trained in 
organic production to turn to for advice.  
 
Extension Response 
To address the lack of ag service providers 
knowledgeable about organic certification and 
management, Extension Specialist Dr. Clair Keene 
started an organic training program. Workshops for 
NDSU Extension staff were held in 2017 and 2018 
training 11 county agents and one specialist. In 
2019, Dr. Keene partnered with a regional group to 
offer a two-day training for agronomists and farmers 
focused on the basics of organic certification, 
inspection, record-keeping and management. This 
training was the first in a series that have become 
the Organic Agronomy Training Service (OATS). In 
late 2019, OATS became an independent non-profit 
entity dedicated to increasing farmer access to 
science-based organic technical support. 
 
Impacts 
The first-ever OATS training was held in Bismarck in 
March 2019. Thirty people attended and participants 
were evenly split among producers and agronomists 
or other ag service providers. A highlight of the 
program was small group discussions working 
through case studies of farmers transitioning to 
organic production in different parts of the Northern 

Great Plains. Participants reported that talking 
through realistic scenarios with experienced organic 
farmers and agronomists helped them think 
holistically about organic transition and 
management. Two farmers reported they would 
begin transitioning a portion of their land to organic 
production in 2019 as a result of attending OATS. 
 
Participant Feedback 
“OATS had a great mix of people from all aspects of 
the organic industry…I especially liked hearing what 
practices are working on organic farms from the 
farmer-presenters…It was an excellent training!”  
- Jordan, ND farmer who began transition in 2019 
 

 
Attendees discuss organic transition scenarios in small groups. 
 
Primary Contact 
Clair Keene, Ph.D. 
Extension Specialist in Cropping Systems 
14120 Hwy 2, Williston, ND 58801 
701-774-4315 
clair.keene@ndsu.edu 
 
Collaborators 
Steve Zwinger, Carrington REC 
Bard Brummond, Walsh County Extension 
Dan Folske, Burke County Extension 
Mallory Krieger, OATS National Program Leader 

Public Value Statement 
Depressed commodity prices are hurting farm income and the volatility of conventional grain markets is taking 
a toll on the financial and mental health of farmers. Transitioning to certified organic production increases the 
value of grain and allows farmers to access rapidly growing, high-value organic markets. Currently, it is difficult 
for North Dakota farmers to access experienced organic advisors. This programming is growing the network of 
agronomists and ag service providers who can advise farmers on best practices for organic transition, 
certification and management. 
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