
January 25, 2021 

ADDRESS 

RE: USDA National Organic Program – Origin of Livestock Rulemaking 

  

Dear Secretary Vilsack: 

  

As members of the organic community, we look forward to working closely with you to advance 

a food and agriculture system that benefits the health of people and the planet.  

  

In that regard, we are writing today about an issue that is important for the future of organic 

dairy farmers, their families, and the integrity of the organic label.  This issue is the need to 

clarify the regulation regarding Origin of Livestock (7 CFR 205.236), pertaining to the process 

of transitioning conventional dairy livestock to organic production. 

  

The organic label is one of the most highly trusted labels for consumers. This is due to the strong 

Federal standards and enforcement behind the label. There are, however, some areas where the 

USDA’s National Organic Program standards need to be strengthened to retain that consumer 

trust.  Solidifying standards to ensure all organic farmers operate under the same rules is 

essential for the entire organic community. The economic viability of organic dairy farmers is 

dependent upon clarification of regulations to stop varied interpretations or loopholes regarding 

dairy livestock transitioning practices.  

  

The problem has been that those organic dairy producers who have utilized the loophole to 

continuously transition conventional animals into organic production have gained an economic 

advantage and contributed to the oversupply of organic milk. This has contributed to a 

significant drop in the milk prices paid to organic dairy farmers, the majority of whom were held 

to a higher standard and stricter enforcement. 

  

In 2015, during the Obama-Biden Administration, USDA published a proposed rule to close the 

loopholes related to ‘Origin of Livestock’ (80 FR 23455). Specifically, the proposed Rule would 

clarify that:  “After completion of a one-time, 12-month transition period of an existing 

conventional dairy herd (or livestock to form new organic dairy operations), all new dairy 

animals milked on the organic dairy farm would need to be managed organically from the last 

third of gestation.”   

  

The 2015 proposed rule garnered strong, united support from the organic community and 

consumers, especially the provision that stopped conventional livestock from continuously 

entering the organic herd. Implementing the 2015 Proposed Rule would clarify the regulation so 

that all certifiers will consistently enforce the same standards, with confidence that their decision 

would be upheld in any legal challenge. Unfortunately, the 2015 rule has never been finalized.   

  

Organic dairy farmers understand the economic importance of maintaining the integrity of the 

organic label by finalizing the ‘Origin of Livestock’ (80 FR 23455). For 15 years, organic dairy 

farmers have advocated for an enforceable regulation applied equally to all certified producers. 

The organic community has provided comments two times on Proposed Rules from the National 

Organic Program (NOP) to stop the continuous transition and two-track system interpretation 



created by loopholes in the current regulation. USDA’s unconscionable delay in issuing a Final 

Rule has resulted in economic damage, financial hardships, and closure of businesses for organic 

dairy farmers following the true intent of the organic standards.   

  

Congress included a provision in the Fiscal Year 2020 Agriculture Appropriations bill requiring 

USDA to finalize the long-delayed rule by June 17, 2020. USDA missed that deadline. On 

October 21, 2020, the NOP announced plans to publish another Proposed Rule to address 

enforcement issues raised by USDA’s Office of General, instead of moving directly to a final 

rule as required by Congress. NOP has failed to provide a timeframe for issuing the new 

regulations. Organic dairy farmers and the organic community more broadly are frustrated by the 

NOP’s continued delay in finalizing this regulation.  

  

The undersigned organizations urge you to take the immediate actions necessary to finalize 

this important rulemaking, to establish a consistent and fully enforceable standard 

regarding the origin of dairy livestock used for organic production.  

  

Sincerely, 

Northeast Organic Dairy Producers Association 

Western Organic Dairy Producers Association 

Organic Farmers Association 

National Organic Coalition 

<<Org Names will be listed in alphabetical order>> 

   

CC:  

Congressional Leaders TBD 

National Organic Standard Board 

 


