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A s noted in our spring 2024 issue,
MOFGA and MOFGA Certification 

Services (MCS) are core partners and the 
state lead for Maine through U.S. Depart-
ment of Agriculture’s (USDA’s) Transition to 
Organic Partnership Program (TOPP), and 
part of the TOPP Northeast region. After 
building the program in January 2023 and 
launching the first rounds of the mentor-
ship program in November 2023, we wanted 
to provide an update on how things are go-
ing so far in 2024.  We also wanted to re-
mind producers that the program is funded 
through 2027; there will be another round 
of mentorship signups and matching in the 
fall, along with many technical assistance 
opportunities. 

TOPP is one of three focus areas by USDA 
to transition more agriculture to organic 
(generally known as the Organic Transi-
tion Initiative, OTI), as part of their larger 
climate-smart goals. The USDA National 
Organic Program (NOP) received $100 
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million to administer TOPP over a five-
year period and chose six regional leads 
throughout the country to facilitate 
cooperative agreements and organize 
strategies. MOFGA and MCS are part of 
the Northeast region, which includes 13 
states and the District of Columbia, and 
is led by Pennsylvania Certified Organic 
(PCO). The states are Maine, Massachu-
setts, Vermont, New Hampshire, Con-
necticut, Rhode Island, New York, New 
Jersey, Pennsylvania, West Virginia, Vir-
ginia, Maryland and Delaware.

TOPP 2024 In-Person Meeting — 
Belfast, Maine
MOFGA and MCS hosted the TOPP 
Northeast/Mid-Atlantic 2024 in-person 
meeting on September 19, 2024, and the 
group attended the Common Ground 
Country Fair on September 20, along 
with a farm tour. While the meeting was 
excellent and focused on what went well 
in 2024 and plans for 2025 and beyond, 

the group having the 
opportunity to attend 
the Fair was certainly 
a highlight! Many had 
never experienced the 
Fair before, and most 
said that it was the best 
agricultural fair they 
had ever attended. Af-
ter the Fair, the group 
was welcomed by 2024 
TOPP mentee Zoë Ma-
son of Luna Moth Herbs 
in South China, Maine, 
which was also a high-
light. Mason provided 
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positive feedback about her experience 
being in the TOPP mentorship program, 
as well as how that helped her to move 
forward with applying and attaining her 
organic certification from MCS. 

Organic Transition Initiative 
Support in Addition to TOPP

A long with TOPP, the remaining two
focus areas of OTI are funding for 

Natural Resources Conservation Service 
(NRCS) programming assistance specific 
to producers transitioning to organic cer-
tification and the Organic Market Devel-
opment Grant program (OMDG). Organic 
certification requires production land to 
be free from prohibited substances for 
three years, which presents challenges 
for operations in the transition years 
who may experience yield loss, while 
being unable to access the organic price 
premium. To defray this scenario, NRCS 
funding can cover foregone income loss 
on transitional crops. There is also fund-
ing for other NRCS programs, including 
conservation, high tunnel cost share, etc. 
For example, Maine NRCS is offering 
over $240 per acre for wild blueberries 
as a support for transitioning producers 
during the 36-month transition period.  

Mentorship Program — By the 
Numbers
MOFGA supported 15 TOPP mentorship 
pairs in 2024 and is busy matching the 
2025 cohort. Of the 15 mentees supported 
in 2024, five became certified. The dead-
line for 2025 matching was in September, 
though recruitment is ongoing and there 
will likely be another matching in early 
spring 2025. We encourage anyone who 
would like to become either a mentor or 
mentee to apply through the USDA web-
site, organictransition.org. Mentors re-
quire certain criteria to participate. They 
must have at least three years of organic 
production experience; be a certified or-
ganic producer in good standing (or have 
three years of experience with organic 
certification); and be able to commit to 
45 hours per year working with a men-
tee farmer. Compensation for mentors 
is $3,000 per year, which includes travel 
and incidental expenses. Mentees wish-
ing to participate in the program do not 
pay at all and are provided an annual 
stipend of $500 for travel and to attend 
training events. 

To learn more about the TOPP program, 
OTI, or mentorship opportunities, please 
visit: mofgacertification.org/topp. 
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t Organic trade database tech-
nology system upgrade ($1 million).

n Needed for
Strengthening Organic Enforcement 
(SOE) rule implementation.

t Organic Data Initiative ($1
million).

n Organic-specific
price and market data is key to the 
growing organic sector.

If Congress also moves an ad hoc 
emergency farm disaster assistance
package, in addition to a short-term 
Farm Bill extension bill …
We are advocating for additional time-
sensitive organic priorities to be ad-
dressed in that package as well, includ-
ing:
l Additional Organic Certification Cost
Share Program funding, if needed, to
avoid cuts in reimbursement rates to or-
ganic operations.
l Organic Market Development Grant
(OMDG) program — OMDG was a subset
of the larger USDA Organic Transition
Initiative (OTI) and was used to address
“pinpointed” organic market challenges.
$85 million has been granted out under
this part of the OTI, but the market chal-
lenges remain.

As USDA continues to use the Transi-
tioning to Organic Partnership Pro-
gram (TOPP) to incentivise farmers to 
transition to organic, it’s critical that 
we continue to address targeted or-
ganic market challenges that limit the 
opportunities of those new organic 
farmers. 
The program should also address addi-
tional organic dairy farmer assistance.
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