
GO ORGANIC 
Clarifying the complexities of organic certification 

As new research reveals that 83 per cent of Britons buy organic food
1
, advocates claim that these 

findings dispel the myth that organic produce is exclusively for a small minority with steadfast organic 

principles.  The organic market is now firmly positioned in the mainstream with brands like Yeo Valley 

and Green & Blacks enjoying a prominent share. 

 

Increased awareness of the benefits of organic food and farming has also encouraged major retailers 

to take note with organic ranges widely available in supermarkets. Indeed, Tesco has reported that a 

quarter of its customers buy organic produce once a month.
2
  These figures are supported by the 

findings of the Organic Trade Board research, which found that 64 per cent of respondents buy 

organic food from supermarkets.
3
 

 

Although the economic downturn has had an impact on the food industry, the organic sector remains 

one of significant potential which a growing number of producers are keen to capitalise on.  And, while 

organic food sales dropped last year; it is important to note that sales of organic health and beauty 

products increased by a third to £36 million
4
.   Many producers remain intimidated, however, by the 

seemingly unending list of rules and regulations they must comply with to supply organic produce.  

Here, Rob Hardy, special projects director at organic and pressed seed oil specialist Earthoil 

Plantations, provides an overview of organic certification, highlighting the key steps and 

considerations to achieve it.   

 

Why certify? 

Over the last 30 years, organic certification has provided a legislated framework which has assisted in 

achieving greater consumer confidence in organic agriculture.  Its importance was accelerated after 

the adoption of EU regulation 2092/91 in 1991.  Further regulations and guidelines in the 1999 Codex 

Alimentarius, together with the publication of the United States National Organic Programme in 2000, 

have created what is now a well-regulated marketplace. 

 

While the process of organic certification is not a simple one, its purpose is.  Its primary aim is to 

independently verify that an organic product meets the specifications as stipulated by the applied 

organic standard.  The product can therefore be legally sold within a regulated marketplace such as 

the EU, the USA and other countries – Japan, for example.  Organic certification also permits 

equivalence – a concept necessary to enable global organic trade and facilitate the marketing of 

organic products at point of sale.   
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In practice, organic certification also offers a tangible mark of assurance for consumers, as 

demonstrated by the use of the Soil Association logo in the UK and Ecocert in Europe and beyond. 

The Soil Association logo is regarded as a widely trusted and recognised organic symbol – a 

reputation built on the Soil Association’s public profile and its commitment to high standards and 

rigorous inspection and certification protocols. Ecocert provides organic certification services to 80 

countries worldwide and certifies its own ‘fair-trade’ type standard – Bio-equitable. 

 

Understanding the basics of the regulatory landscape 

International level  

This falls within the regulatory system and is covered by Codex Alimentarius.  Created in 1963 by the 

Food and Agriculture Organisation (FAO) of the United Nations and World Health Organisation 

(WHO), the Codex Alimentarius Commission develops food standards, guidelines and related texts 

such as codes of practice under the Joint FAO/WHO Food Standards Programme. Its main purpose is 

to protect consumer health, ensure fair trade practices in the food industry and promote coordination 

of all food standards work undertaken by international governmental and non-governmental 

organisations. It is the basic standard of the free market. Organic food standards, however, are 

modelled on EU regulation. 

 

European level 

In June 2007, the European regulations were updated and Council Regulation (EC) No 834/2007 on 

organic production and labelling of organic products was published. It came into force on 1 January 

2009 and repealed the former regulation (EEC) No 2092/91. On 18 September 2008 the rules were 

published as Commission Regulation (EC) No 889/2008 which established the requirements for the 

implementation of regulation No 834/2007. 

 

Each EU member state has different methods to implement the EU regulation at the members’ state 

level.  Most work through Accredited Private Certification bodies.  However, as an example, Denmark 

provides this through its own Government Department – ‘The Plant Directorate’. Imports from other 

countries into Denmark are controlled by The Danish Veterinary and Food Agency. 

 

UK level 

Originally, UK certification was administered via the UK Register of Organic Food Standards 

(UKROFS).  This was established in 1987 to define a UK organic standard, to hold an official list of 

organic operators and to register all UK organic inspection and certification bodies.  Operated by an 

independent board and administered by the Department for Environment, Food & Rural Affairs 

(DEFRA), UKROFS ensured quality controls through annual surveillance of certifier’s offices, sample 



inspections of organic operators and registration of all UK organic inspectors.  In 2003, the Advisory 

Committee replaced the UKROFS board of organic standards, with DEFRA continuing to administer 

EU regulation requirements. 

 

US level 

The National Organic Program (NOP) is the regulatory system which covers the USA. Published in 

2000, the NOP has helped to create a significant organic market place in the US.  The US, in fact, 

contributes to the largest share of the worldwide organic market, which Organic Monitor estimates is 

worth some $50 billion.  

 

The three steps to certification 

As a general rule, the certification process involves three key stages.  The first, application, requires 

operators to submit full details of their operations to the relevant organic certification body. To certify a 

farm organic, detailed maps, including non-organic areas, must be submitted. For a processing facility, 

information regarding product flow as well as the separation between organic and non-organic 

sections must also be described.   

 

It is important to note that a two year conversion period is required before land can be certified 

organic. This extends to three years for existing perennial crops.  Simultaneous (that is land and 

livestock together) conversion is permitted for livestock, providing full standards are followed.  Full 

organic standards must be applied for the duration of the conversion period to qualify for organic 

certified status.  The US NOP has a requirement of three years free of any prohibited inputs to qualify 

for organic status.  This is effectively a three year conversion period. The land must be organic before 

an organic crop can be established.  Interestingly, processing facilities do not have to include a 

conversion period, though 95 per cent of the ingredients used must be certified organic.  The 

remaining five per cent should be organic standard approved materials. 

 

Inspection is the second step.  As a minimum, inspections should take place annually.  Operators 

must show, via records and practices, they have complied with all organic standards.  Crucially, they 

should also demonstrate maintenance of organic integrity throughout the manufacturing process; this 

includes full traceability of product. 

 

The final step is compliance and certification.  This must be completed independently of inspection. It 

is conducted by a certification officer and ultimately a certification committee who reviews the 

inspection report against organic standards and issue a compliance form based on the findings. This 

lists any corrective actions necessary to comply with the standards and maintain organic status. 

Sanctions are based on the scale of any infringement of the standards and can ultimately result in 



organic status being withdrawn, removing the operator’s right to market organic products.  Any 

precedent decisions or those requiring closer scrutiny are forwarded to the certification committee. 

 

Standard selection  

Although there is a largely uniform process to achieve organic status, there are, in fact, several types 

of organic standards.  Currently, the primary organic standards are covered by the various regulations 

such as the (EC) No 834/2007 and (EC) No 889/2008, as well as the NOP in the USA.  Included in the 

EU regulation, for example, are producers (including farmers and growers), livestock, cropping and 

inputs (fertilisers, composts and crop protection materials).  Processing is also included under this 

umbrella – from simple packing to manufacturing of complex multi-ingredient products.   

 

In general terms the principles are very similar across organic standards.  But differences do exist. For 

example, cropping standards between the EU and NOP do not vary significantly; there can be more 

substantial differences between standards on livestock however.  The EU has a number of what it 

terms ‘approved third countries’, such as India and Australia – this means the EU has accepted these 

countries’ standards as equivalent to the EU.  Ironically, the United States and the EU has yet to 

broker this equivalence.  This results in the US certification body having to ensure EU requirements 

are met if products are to be exported from the US into the EU.  While any products exported to the 

US either from within the EU or a third country must be certified to the NOP directly via the operator’s 

certification body. 

 

Moreover, there are now organic standards and certification available for products not yet covered by 

the legally regulated framework, such as health and beauty, and textiles.  These standards are set by 

private standard setters, often in the NGO sector. The Soil Association and Ecocert both have 

standards for cosmetics for example, but there are also agreed cosmetic standards called Cosmetics 

Organic & Natural Standard (‘cosmos’).  A consortium of certifiers (including ICEA, BDIH, Bioforum, 

Ecocert and the Soil Association) sets these standards with the objective of harmonising them.  This 

creates consistency and ease of trade, enables further development of the organic market, and, 

importantly, provides additional opportunities for farmers, processors and retailers to develop a wider 

choice of organic products.  It is unlikely that full harmonisation will be achieved until cosmetic 

standards and others, such as textiles fall under EU regulations and programmes like the NOP. 

 

Conclusion 

Its significant commercial potential makes the organic market an appealing prospect for many.  But its 

apparent complexities can deter. By equipping themselves with the relevant facts, and by working with 

organic experts like Earthoil, manufacturers can approach the organic certification process with 

confidence. As a result, they will be able to reap the rewards of this exciting and lucrative market.   



ENDS 

 

Editor’s note: 

The Earthoil group of companies, which includes Earthoil Plantations Limited and Earthoil Kenya EPZ 

Proprietary Limited, grows, processes and supplies organic essential and pressed seed oils. Through 

an integrated supply chain, Earthoil promotes high quality ingredients and supply continuity by 

establishing operational standards in growing, handling, storage and distribution. Earthoil’s operations, 

which are overseen by its UK head office, include a co-ordinated organic mint growers’ project in 

India, a production base in Kenya and further grower projects in Eastern and Southern Africa.  Earthoil 

supplies its certified organic products worldwide.    

 

Treatt plc is a world-leading independent ingredients supplier to the flavour and fragrance industry.  It 

manufactures and supplies a vast inventory of innovative products, including essential oils and their 

natural fractions.  The company currently employs over 190 people and has manufacturing sites in the 

UK, USA, a sales office in China and a network of agents throughout the world.  Treatt exports to over 

80 countries. The Treatt Group of companies employs over 230 people.  

 

For further information, please contact: Giles Bovill, Treatt plc, Northern Way, Bury St Edmunds, 

Suffolk, IP32 6NL, UK.  Tel: +44 (0) 1284 702500  Fax: +44 (0) 1284 703809  E-mail: 

giles.bovill@rctreatt.com  Or visit: www.treatt.com 
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