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Introduction

Before being able to produce certified organic produce, one must take land through a conversion process. While the land is being converted there is also often a requirement for the farmer’s way of thinking to change.  Conversion is often the most challenging part of being organic with all the inherent risks of excluding prohibited products combined with limited experience and, until the official conversion process is complete, an inability to command a full organic premium.  Overcoming the challenges faced in conversion is a key component to the growth and adoption of organics.

Planning

The initial conversion is one of the most challenging parts of a farm being organic.  Some modern organic farms may not look as different from conventional farms as organic farms perhaps used to but nevertheless the conversion to organics involves a shift in the way the farm system works, a shift in management and a paradigm shift for the grower also.  It is conversion of the farm and the farmer.

Plan in Advance

Conversion of a farm to organic certification should be planned in advance.  Probably the best method is to visualize the desired organic enterprise and then identify the changes and stages that could be achieved to reach that desired goal by working backwards to the present condition of the farm.

There are some advantages in keeping the plan reasonably broad and it should also be expected that things will not necessarily go to plan.  But it is always best to have thought ahead and to make each new decision in the light of what you had wanted to accomplish.  It is recommended to review the plan annually with the benefit of lessons learnt in the previous year and an improved perspective of the challenges faced.

Components of the Plan

The plan will include basic information and considerations including farm size, a conversion timetable.  But it should also include what part each member of the farming family and each farm worker might play.  Is there adequate “buy in” by all the affected parties; this is a vital question as a high degree of commitment is likely to be required in the challenges faced during farm conversion and once fully certified organic.

Converting to organics may involve diversification of farm activities perhaps even the instruction of livestock on a horticultural property or the introduction of crops onto a livestock enterprise.  Many people may be able to start creating a more rounded farm that includes livestock, forage production and cash crops.  Such major changes will involve new machinery and equipment requirements but also different commercial relationships and the aquiring of new personal knowledge.

Leading Up to Conversion

As well as planning for the future, it is advisable to keep a good record of the past including the last uses of substances that would be prohibited under organic certification.  The date of last use of these products on the converted land will affect how quickly the transition to full organic certification can be achieved 

Financial Preparation

There should be enough capital input available for any extra machinery requirement and other costs incurred in conversion.  These costs need to be well thought out and the decision to convert made with the knowledge that funds will be available to meet expected costs and contingencies.  There may be a strong argument for governmental financial assistance into organics if the public in general could benefit from the environmental outcomes and the nation can benefit through accessing export income on value added products.  In New Zealand there has, however, been limited direct financial support like this and the process of conversion, the time of greatest risk in the decision to go organic, will need to be almost entirely funded by the farm business.

Markets

Before entering into the process of conversion, adequate thought should be given to what range of crops and other products will be produced, where these will be sold and the present and likely future state of the market.  To some extent markets may be able to be developed and market research can be undertaken to assess the likely success of the proposed operation in the proposed locality.

Machinery

Often machinery related to weeding will be the largest area of attention as organic growing often involves a more mechanical approach to weed control.  Weeding may previously have been largely herbicide based.  There are many options available for weeding and due care should be exercised in deciding on the likely best tractor and kit options.

Labour Requirement

The likely requirement for extra permanent and casual labour for seasonal jobs should be assessed.  Organic farming will often involve a greater labour component (e.g. hand weeding, or harvesting of diverse crops) and this can be difficult to arrange in some rural areas.  Thought should be given to such arrangements as required.

Biting Off the Right Amount

Many organic farms have been converted from conventional in one foul swoop perhaps reflecting a personal conviction to go organic and not compromise.  There are inherent risks in taking this approach and it is generally advised to take things more gradually.  One of the best approaches is to convert sections of the farm over time so that any issues that arise are not going to be too economically crippling.  Certification bodies allow for this though often they will want to see that there is a plan to eventually bring the whole property into organic management.

A strategic way of entering a mixed cropping farm into organics is to place into conversion areas as they come into the pasture phase.  The productivity of pasture is least likely to be affected in the short term by the decision to go organic.  The pasture can be cultivated for cropping once the transition period into full certification has passed and a full premium can be achieved for crops that will be growing in relatively fertile, low weed burden and low disease burden paddocks.  In the lead up to the first organic crop, skills in organic cropping can be practiced on neighbouring conventional crops with reduced risk of crop failure.

Farm Design

There haven’t always been text books on conversion to organic farming and many farmers have learned the hard way that the adoption of organic farming is not just the sudden exclusion of chemical fertilisers and pesticides.  Thought should be given to alternative soil fertility management, crop care and animal health etc following the principles outlined in these 12 Modules.  A key component in cropping will often be rotation design which, although flexible, should be worked out to provide some of the best preventative actions against weeds, pests and diseases.

Conversion for Livestock

One of the most important aims in converting a livestock farm to organics will be to ensure that animal health is optimised through good farm management.  The key features here will be reduction in potentially stressful management or conditions and the provision of good balanced nutrition.

Some fundamental changes in farm operations may be required to achieve lower stress levels including reducing stocking rate, increasing the age of weaning, keeping family type groups, operating mixed ages and providing more shelter.

Seasonal feed deficits may alter if the farm has been used to using strategic nitrogen fertiliser applications to overcome e.g. early spring or autumn feed deficits.

Organic feed for intensively kept livestock such as poultry can be expensive and difficult to organise so sources, alternatives and costs should be factored into a conversion plan.

Many farms use trace element supplements.  In an organic farm the requirement for such supplements needs to be established by evidence of historical issues, animal tests, plant tissue analysis or veterinary advice.  There may be scope in the plan to include plant species, grazing management or other techniques for improving the utilisation of certain trace elements by the livestock.

Intensively kept livestock may also require some housing in which case the plan should include the design of housing to ensure sufficient space, ventilation, hygiene and layout for healthy animal production.

Some of the specific categories that should be included in a conversion plan are…

· Pasture Design including tonic plants such as chicory and plantain, optimal grass mixes for livestock health and strategic seasonal dry matter production, appropriate legume choice for adequate nitrogen fixation. 

· Grazing Strategy including prevention of internal and external parasite issues as well as maintenance of diverse pasture mixes.

· Breeding Programmes including the introduction of lines hardy to parasite and disease issues and the progressive culling of unsuitable livestock.

· Nutrition including feed budgets and any supplementary feed that might be required.

· Animal Health Strategies for any identified or potential issues on the farm including preventative measures, curative measures and the ability to quarantine off animals that may have to receive prohibited inputs and be removed temporarily from organic production.

Getting the Soil Right

As part of the Conversion Plan you will need to assess the nutritional requirements of the crops and pasture and where these nutrients will come from.  If composting is going to be practiced, a system needs to be designed and the appropriate equipment obtained.  Large-scale composting can be a daunting process and inadequate equipment can make it several times more difficult than it needs to be.

For intensive cropping a suitable design may be to rely on an area of pasture or semi-waste ground to provide herbage that is then composted or simply added to the cropping area.  A suitably large area needs to be set aside for this with the realisation that there will be little direct economic return from this area and that there is likely to be a requirement to replace the nutrients harvested from this area (e.g. with mineral fertilisers).  For such a design, there may be a requirement for machinery such as a forage harvester.

Potential fertiliser sources should be identified and a suitable fertiliser programme developed.  There is now much choice available even for organic farms.  Attention should be paid to adding sufficient major nutrients to replace produce losses as well as being able to strategically obtain good plant growth at key times perhaps with the use of biofertiliser stimulants.  Certified products need to be located and information sought on them.

Organic farming is very dependent on soil processes so as outlined in Module 4, steps should be taken to improve and maintain soil organic matter levels and soil biological activity. 

Weeds

Before entering conversion an assessment of weed potential should be made.  In some cases there may be a perceived requirement for herbicide use to reduce potential for future problems that will take longer to correct by organic means.  This can be an individual moral judgement.  Another example of such a decision is the establishment of tree crops.  It is a not uncommon practice to establish tree crops conventionally using herbicide (ensuring fast even tree establishment without root competition from grasses and weeds) and then converting to organic three years before the first expected economic harvest.

If the farm is being converted to organics in portions, there is a strong argument for converting the most weed free areas first since weeds are often the single biggest challenge to successful organics.  

Once an area is converted to organics, full attention must be paid to weed management.  It is often in the conversion period that weed management is too relaxed and weeds are allowed to set seed.  While you might still get a crop, the harvest will be more difficult and more to the point the weed seed burden has the potential to cause serious weed issues for years to come.

Pests and Diseases

As early as possible in the conversion process, attention should be paid to improving biodiversity and habitat for prevention and biological control of pests and diseases.  There may be the ability to look at strategic intercropping (or mixing of livestock species) or the improvement of field margins for providing some of these resilience benefits to crops.  There may also need to be consideration for reducing the density of plantings to allow better airflow (reduced humidity) and to reduce the epidemic spread of diseases and pests.

There may be a choice to move towards more hardy varieties or even species of crops or pasture plants.  Planning should also include what pests and diseases are likely to be problems in each of the chosen crops, pastures and livestock.  Preventative actions and remedies should be investigated and prepared for. 

Sources of Information

For the individual farmer there may be good value in employing a consultant to plan the process of conversion with them.  Such a consultant should have a good understanding of organic principles and practice and operate a broad approach to the planning process.

It will be valuable to talk to, meet and visit existing successful organic farmers or growers of a similar farm type.  In some cases there are active organic discussion groups for farmers and growers.  For particular crops it can also be valuable to belong to grower associations even if they are both conventional and organic people involved – there will still be useful information and contacts.

There is a large amount of information available in magazines, agricultural papers, websites, email newsletters, books, and scientific publications.  Skills should be aquired for sourcing information and discerning useful and reliable points relevant to the farms operation
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