














































WORKFORCE DEVELOPMENT

Building the Organic Workforce:  
Critical Training and Resources Delivered

At the University of Wisconsin-Madison, Dr. Erin Silva is strengthening 
the organic workforce across the Midwest through targeted training 
and comprehensive resource development. As director of the Center for 
Integrated Agricultural Systems and leader of the Organic Grain Resource 
and Information Network (OGRAIN), Silva focuses on equipping not just 
farmers with essential knowledge but also the organic grain supply chain.

“Organic farming is knowledge intensive. To successfully earn certification, 
there are many new skills and techniques that must be learned, even by 
seasoned conventional farmers,” explains Silva. 

“Before TOPP, there was a real dearth of resources to help provide  
this knowledge to farmers wanting to adopt organic practices.”

Through partnership with TOPP, Silva’s team has created a new “train the 
trainer” initiative, including the creation of a specialized organic transition 
specialist position and cultivating expertise among technical service 
providers. This workforce development approach  
has particular impact in Wisconsin, which ranks 
second only to California in the number of organic 
farms nationwide.10

University of Wisconsin Arlington Agricultural Research Station, Wisconsin, training sessions for agricultural professionals.
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10 - USDA, 2019 Certified Organic Survey Data Release 10/22/20
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“With TOPP resources, we’ve built extension capacity to serve a 
unique but important sector of agriculture,” Silva notes. “Farmers 
have benefited from expanded learning opportunities and access 
to markets that wouldn’t have been possible otherwise.”

The program’s newly developed online hub 
serves as a central repository of science-
driven information, aggregating organic 
research, best practices and mapping 
resources specifically for Midwest agriculture 
professionals. Their comprehensive training 
includes winter conferences, field days, 
workshops and direct technical assistance.

“For several major organic commodities, we’re still importing 
the majority of raw products consumed domestically,” Silva 
emphasizes. “Organic represents a premium market opportunity 
for American farmers while creating vibrant rural communities. 
But capturing these benefits requires strong support structures 
through transition — exactly what TOPP provides.”

University of Wisconsin Arlington Agricultural Research Station, Wisconsin, training sessions for agricultural professionals.

TOPP Mentee Travis Otto hosting a field day in 
September 2024 at his farm in Cherokee, Iowa, where 
he shared organic crop management tools and organic 
weed management insights with local farmers.

The TOPP Midwest region created 171 publicly accessible 
resources for producers, handlers, agricultural support 
professionals and the larger organic ecosystem.

171 
Resources 

“Interning with the SE TOPP team...
undoubtedly defined my career in 
sustainable agriculture.”

TESTIMONIAL

- �Madeline Wise  
Intern, Florida Organic Growers (FOG) FLORIDA
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In the rolling fields of Waterford, Pennsylvania, Zack Troyer is 
pioneering something increasingly rare — organic potato production 
on the East Coast. 

A multi-generational farmer for Troyer Farms, he’s leading the expansion 
of his family’s farm to 1,500 acres of organic potatoes. Troyer Farms is 
also expanding into consumer sales with the launch of Folkland Foods, 
connecting sustainable farming directly to more American consumers.

“Organic potato farming is underdeveloped on the 
East Coast. Potato farmers in this part of the nation 
are like unicorns. There just aren’t many of us left,” 
states Troyer.

At a TOPP-supported field day in August 2024, Troyer shared knowledge 
and insights with regional farmers, highlighting new market opportunities 
unique to organic potatoes, notably preseason guaranteed contracts. 

TOPP EVENTS

Field Day at Troyer Farms: 
Cultivating New Paths for 
East Coast Organics

“For us, organic potatoes are a better alternative than growing grain 
or forage,” Troyer noted. “Unlike grain that has price fluctuations and 
competes against imports, organic potatoes are more consistent. 
Going into the season, you know what the prices will be, allowing  
you to make a living, generate profit and reinvest in your farm.”

He adds, “As an American farmer, it’s hugely 
important for us to grow food that feeds 
Americans. We think people want to buy food 
closer to home, a few hours away instead of 
across the ocean. It doesn’t make sense to buy 
daily staples from half a world away.”

Troyer Farms demonstrates the market-building impact TOPP 
fosters across America’s agricultural landscape.
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Troyer Farms, Pennsylvania, TOPP Field Day Host.

Troyer Farms, Pennsylvania, potato processing facilities. 
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“It was very interesting to learn how 
farmers can approach soil management 
from a biological perspective.” 

-	� Farmer at Florida Organic Growers field day,  
McLean Family Farms, Florida.

“We had over 50 registrants at the 
Oklahoma Organic Field Day! It was a  
great day full of learning and conversation. 
This is a huge increase in numbers  
from our event in Oklahoma last year.”

-	� Acres U.S.A.
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Troyer Farms, Pennsylvania, potato processing facilities. 

In the TOPP Northeast region,  
there were 245 partner events 
such as on-farm field days.

245 
Events 

McLean Family Farms, Florida, TOPP Field Day Host.
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THE VALUE OF ORGANIC CERTIFICATION 

Organic Certification 
Gives This Texas 
Farmer an Edge

Caleb Duty’s grandfather owned a farm near the Texas city where he grew 
up. But Duty didn’t develop a passion for farming until he helped with a 
fencing project when he was in high school. “I was outside in the sun and 
it was wonderful,” he said. “I asked myself, ‘How can I do this for a living?’”

He got that chance once he’d saved enough money to buy some cows, 
following a stint in the Marine Corps and another in the oilfields. Today, 
he manages 800 acres of farmland, including 38 acres of newly certified 
organic hay that he will sell to local dairy operations.
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Duty Family Farm, Texas, Technical Assistance Recipient, Caleb Duty.

The TOPP West/Southwest region 
supported the certification of at 
least 22,797 acres.

Over 
22K 

acres 



“Food hubs are an invaluable part  
of the small-farm supply chain in the 
U.S. Now, with the new Strengthening 
Organic Enforcement rule from the 
National Organic Program, most food 
hubs must get certified. Coke Farms 
was excited to act as a mentor for 
seven food hubs in California in  
2024 — helping each one achieve 
certification.”

Certification Page 27

As a young person new to farming, Duty was drawn to organic certification 
because he saw it as a way to stand out in a place where he was surrounded by 
large, established farms. He also noticed that it gives growers instant credibility 
with buyers, who trust the USDA Organic label. 

The certification process was daunting. “I have the drive 
and the initiative, but it’s like trying to cross the ocean. 
It’s very intimidating,” he said. “I wouldn’t be certified if it 
wasn’t for the program.”

Extension Agent Bob Whitney, who leads the TOPP program in Texas through the 
Texas A&M AgriLife Extension, said the program is a hub where new-to-organic 
farmers connect. “There’s a family atmosphere. We’re not competing against each 
other. A high tide raises all boats.” 

Duty agrees with Bob Whitney. And he’s ready for his first certified crop this 
year. “It’s the right place, the right time and I got the right stuff to do it.”
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- �Lily Nugent 
Food Safety & Compliance Manager, Coke Farms

Texas, TOPP Cotton Peanut Farm Tour. Coke Farms, California, TOPP Mentor Lily Nugent.
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HEROIC HEARTS 

Military Veterans  
Dig Deep — and Grow
Sitting in a truck on his farm in Indiana, where he grows corn, soybeans and soft winter 
wheat, Alan Wilson reflected on life as a military veteran and organic farmer. “I was in Iraq 
twice and served in the army for 10 years. Watching things grow — being a part of nurturing 
and shepherding life — has a healing aspect to it that I had no idea about. It has been very 
rewarding to me.”

Wilson had already transitioned a 600-acre farm to organic production in Kansas before  
the family moved to Indiana, where he started all over again. Wilson pursued USDA Organic 
certification — twice — because it made sense financially. But it’s clear that farming  
means more to him than making a living.

With a fresh horticulture degree in hand, his family purchased 142 acres in Indiana, complete 
with woods, a winding creek and 80 acres of fertile soil. This season will be his fourth on the 
property and the first as certified organic.

Wilson was part of a cohort of farmers led by TOPP Mentor Ryan Erisman, a 
veteran and farmer in Wisconsin who produces high-quality pastured pork  
and grass-fed beef. Erisman helps veteran farmers shift their thinking. “If we 
are truly working with nature in organic systems, then we shouldn’t be fighting,”  
he said. “We should be facilitating productive relationships at all levels.”

He encourages deep conversation — and connection. “There’s tremendous power in 
experiencing this in community. You may farm independently. You may work alone. But you  
aren’t alone,” Erisman said. “That is a powerful thing for farmers and veterans to understand.”
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Timber Creek Pastures, Indiana, TOPP Mentee.

In the TOPP Plains region,  
a minimum of 40% of acres that 
were certified received support.

Over 
 40%
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“The big message for veteran farmers is that the rural life 
and agriculture is a place where they can heal. We just 
need to give them some of the tools to enable them to 
do that financially, through [TOPP] education, advocacy, 
outreach and networking.” 

Geiger Certified Organic Farm, Kansas, Dane Geiger. 

Timber Creek Pastures, Indiana, TOPP Mentee Alan Wilson  
and his children.

KANSAS 
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-	� Jack Geiger, TOPP Mentor and farmer 
Geiger Certified Organic Farm, Kansas 



ECONOMIC IMPACT 

Strengthening Organic Supply 
Chains: Vital Partnerships in 
New England
When the USDA’s Strengthening Organic Enforcement rule took effect in 
early 2024, the goal was to protect integrity in the organic supply chain 
by strengthening oversight and improving farm-to-market traceability. 

TOPP recognized that smaller, regional food hubs would need expert 
guidance to adapt to these changes and continue expanding access to 
locally grown organic products. In New England, Joe Dickson partnered 
with food hub leaders.

Drawing on 25 years of organic leadership, Dickson served as a mentor  
to spearhead an innovative group mentorship program that helped seven 
Vermont food hubs earn organic certification. Together, the hubs provide 
enhanced market connections for more than 70 farms representing more 
than 6,300 organic acres, delivering trusted organic products to schools, 
hospitals and retailers throughout the Northeast.

“The Strengthening Organic Enforcement rule made significant changes 
to certification requirements, creating an opportunity to further 
strengthen consumer trust in organic,” Dickson explains. “With TOPP’s 

support, these food hubs 
are now even better  
able to serve organic 
farmers, distributors  
and consumers.”
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Three River Farmers Alliance, Vermont, TOPP Mentor Joyce Ford (middle).Food Connects, Vermont, TOPP Mentor Joe Dickson (left).
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The TOPP Northeast region 
engaged with producers and 
handlers through more than 477 
technical assistance efforts.

Over 
477 



“We’re so pleased to have 
organic certification services 
available to our farm and to other 
kelp producers in Alaska. It’s an 
important piece of supporting the 
nascent mariculture sector here.” 

Dickson’s deep experience proved invaluable as the hubs navigated the 
new regulatory landscape, helping them develop systems tailored to their 
operations. His collaborative approach created shared resources and peer 
support networks that transformed compliance into a competitive advantage.

The economic benefits extend far beyond Vermont. 
Dickson’s approach now serves as a model for other 
regions, each working to strengthen America’s organic 
infrastructure to meet consumer demand. 

By investing in mentorship and technical assistance, TOPP builds supply chain 
capacity, creating robust markets that encourage more farmers to transition 
to organic production and helps satisfy increased consumer 
preference for organic in the United States.
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Fifth-generation farmer Aaron Flansburg (right) cultivates  
160 acres of organic or transitioning-to-organic crops in 
Washington state, including wheat, barley, lentils, chickpeas, 
canola and alfalfa. “I owe a debt to … my ancestors on the 
farm of maintaining the ground, maintaining the soil, maintaining 
profitability and being able to pass the farm on to the next generations,” Aaron 
said. He began experimenting with organic farming to manage market constraints, 
lower input costs and gain more control over his operation. Starting in 2020, he  
grew seed hemp and saw firsthand the economic benefits of going organic 
— his organic crop commanded nearly double the price of conventional.

Three River Farmers Alliance, Vermont, TOPP Mentor Joyce Ford (middle).

- �Aaron Flansburg, DMS L, Inc., Washington, TOPP Mentee.
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- �Evie Witten, Co-Founder and Principal, 
ReGENERATION North, member Kachemak Kelp Hub
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SECURING AMERICA’S ORGANIC FUTURE — TODAY 

Support for TOPP is a Commitment 
to American Farmers, Consumers 
and Communities

The foundation that TOPP is building today will determine our ability to meet 
consumer demand with American-grown products for decades to come.  
By continuing to build domestic capacity, the United States can ensure the 
economic, environmental and social benefits of the growing organic market.

Since national organic standards were implemented in 2002, organic retail 
sales have consistently climbed and, during certain periods, grown at twice 
the rate or more of overall food sales. As consumer demand for organic 
products continues to rise, American farmers who opt for organic can look 
forward to substantial — and growing — economic opportunities. 

The TOPP program offers a practical path forward for conventional  
farmers transitioning to organic, existing organic producers expanding  
their operations and consumers seeking products they trust. 

The impact of the program extends far beyond individual farms. Regional 
networks of support across the country are creating lasting infrastructure 
that strengthens rural communities and boosts agricultural resilience. 
Continuing to build these vibrant networks is a long-term investment in 

America’s capacity to feed itself with high-quality 
products that consumers trust — and that meet their 
rising expectations for safe, affordable, healthy food.

By supporting U.S. farmers who want to  
produce these products, TOPP is establishing a 
solid structure that will root organics firmly in 
American soil. 

Page 32	 TOPP Impact Report		 |	 Securing America’s Organic Future — TodayThe Future |

Neely-Kinyon Farm, Iowa State University, Iowa, TOPP Field Day Host.
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Economic Growth

Every dollar invested in domestic organic 
production generates additional positive 
economic activity through job creation, 
tax revenue and reduced trade deficits.

TOPP addresses critical national priorities that benefit all Americans

Rural Prosperity

Creating profitable opportunities in agriculture 
strengthens rural economies, creates jobs and 
establishes meaningful livelihoods that attract 
younger generations.

Meeting Market Demand

Helping farmers voluntarily transition to organic 
in response to consumer preferences enables 
American producers to capture premium market 
opportunities.

Food Security

Reducing dependence on imports 
strengthens national food security and 
reduces vulnerability to global disruptions.

Healthy Food

Organic farmers provide the best medicine by 
producing foods that don’t contain most artificial 
preservatives, colors or flavors and are free of 
synthetic pesticides. Organic meat and dairy is 
raised without both antibiotics and hormones.

Consumer Trust

USDA Organic certification creates transparency 
and provides consistency that consumers can 
trust, regardless of where they shop.
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