
 Mass Balance and Traceback Exercises 

 

Mass Balance 
A mass balance is an input/output exercise to verify that the quantities of produced or purchased organic 

ingredients match the amount of finished and sold products. For example, the amount of seed purchased is 

proportional to the amount of the crop harvested, or the amount of organic oats purchased makes sense with 

the amount of granola made. The mass balance is designed to mitigate fraud throughout the organic supply 

chain by auditing production and sales for a single product category over a specific period of time.  

 

This exercise is done at every inspection for every producer, regardless of size or scope. The audited item is at 

the discretion of your inspector and is generally a high-yield or selling product. A 5% margin of error for loss 

within the production system is acceptable so long as it is explainable and/or expected.  

 

Applicants: 

Applicants who have no sales before their initial inspection should demonstrate the ability to comply with 

recordkeeping provisions. All available records related to production, purchases of ingredients, or material 

inputs should be available to do a mass balance on inputs used to date. For example, a mass balance can be 

performed on Kreher’s 5-4-3 using purchase receipts and field activity logs. In the case below, all of the 

materials are used, and the inspector does not see Kreher’s 5-4-3 on site. While completing the exercise, the 

producer mentions they plan to purchase more for HT2 and apply it in the fall.  

 

 



 

 

 

Crops: 

This exercise will check that the purchased and/or produced crop aligns with the sales records for that crop. 

To complete this exercise you need: 

- Inventory records for stored produce or material inputs (for producers who are not storing crops, 

this number may be zero). 

- Production and harvest records that quantify all raw products or material purchase receipts as they 

come in. 

- Sales records or material application records in the same unit as production (e.g., pounds to pounds).  

 

Using your purchase, production, and sales records, your inspector will determine the expected amount of 

purchased and/or harvested produce or materials during a period of time and compare them to the sales 

records during the same period. Your inspector will then calculate the variance between the amounts and ask 

for an explanation for any discrepancy. For example, a mass balance can be completed on cucumbers (see 

table below). The amount harvested, purchased, and sold during a period of time is audited. The variance is 

calculated, and the producer is asked to account for waste, or, in this case, extra cucumbers. While explaining 

the variance, the producer realizes they purchased an additional 50 lbs. of cucumbers, but does not have a 

receipt. Your inspector will cite 205.103 Recordkeeping in your Exit Interview for the missing receipt. 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 



 

Processors: 

This exercise checks that the purchased and produced ingredients of a product matches the final product 

sales records. It is performed on a single ingredient and multi-ingredient product. For processors who are 

growing crops for processing, an inspector performs a mass balance on a produced crop and one on the final 

processed product. If you are making only single-ingredient products, the multi-ingredient mass balance may 

be omitted at your inspector’s discretion. To complete this exercise, you will need: 

- Inventory records for purchased and/or produced ingredients 

- Inventory for finished product. 

- Production records. 

- Sales records for finished products in the same unit as production (e.g., pounds to pounds).  

 

Using your ingredient inventory records, the inspector will determine the expected amount of ingredient 

used over a time period, using batch/production records and finished product inventory the inspector will 

determine the actual amount of ingredient used and the expected amount of finished product sold. Finally, the 

inspector will verify the expected amount of finished product sold with actual sales records.  

 

 



Traceback 
The traceback audit tracks a randomly selected product from "seed to sale" or from "sale to seed." This 

exercise demonstrates that products are listed as "organic" throughout the record-keeping system, so as to 

distinguish them from any non-certified or conventional pro- duction occurring, as well as to help the 

inspector identify any control points in your production process that are (or are not) being addressed 

through your practices.  

 

Your inspector will start with either a sale or purchase receipt and ask for sequential recordkeeping, 

following the organic product through your recordkeeping system. In this exercise, your inspector is also 

looking for traceable links between each record such as lot numbers, crop name, fields where crops are 

planted, etc. between each record. The more links in your recordkeeping system, the more successful your 

traceback audit will be.  

 

Similar to the mass balance exercise, the audited product or crop is at the discretion of your inspector and is 

generally a high-yield or selling item. Generally your inspector will audit a crop you have grown, but they can 

also perform this exercise on a purchased crop. For example, if you are purchasing storage carrots from 

another certified farm, your inspector will start with a sales record, ask for inventory records, the purchase 

receipts, and Organic Certificate with product verification, and ultimately trace it back to your original 

purchase. 

 

For applicants who have not sold anything yet, the traceback can be performed using the same records and 

your inspector will note that no sales have been made.  

 

Processors should be prepared to provide all receipts for all purchased ingredients and use batch or lot 

numbers to ensure traceability. Your inspector will most likely perform the traceback on a product using 

purchased ingredients to ensure organic integrity.  

 

 


