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s noted in our spring 2023 issue,
A MOFGA and MOFGA Certifi-

cation Services (MCS) are core
partners and the state lead for Maine
through USDA’s Transition to Organic
Partnership Program (TOPP) and part of
the TOPP Northeast region. After build-
ing the program in 2023 and launching
the first rounds of the mentorship pro-
gram late in 2023, we wanted to provide
an update on how things are going so far
in 2024 and remind 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 opportu-
nities.

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
million dollars to administer TOPP and
chose six regional leads throughout the
country to facilitate cooperative agree-
ments 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, Massachusetts, Vermont, New
Hampshire, Connecticut, Rhode Island,
New York, New Jersey, Pennsylvania,
West Virginia, Virginia, Maryland and
Delaware.

Another of the focus areas of OTI is pro-
viding funding for Natural Resources
Conservation Service (NRCS) program-
ming assistance specific to producers
transitioning to organic certification.
Organic certification has requirements
for production land to be free from pro-
hibited substances for three years, which
presents challenges for operations in the
transition years, who may experience
yield loss while also being unable to get
the organic price premium. To defray this

scenario, NRCS funding can cover fore-
gone income loss on transitional crops.
There is also funding for other NRCS
programs, including conservation, high
tunnel cost share, etc.

The third focus area of OTT is the funding
through Organic Market Development
Grants (OMDG). USDA funded projects
beginning in 2024, and the understanding
is that there will be a pool of grant money
offered each year to assist with develop-
ing markets for transitioning producers.
There are options for simplified equip-
ment purchases as well as larger market
development strategies. This is a key area
of the overall project, as the last thing we
want to see is operations transitioning to
organic with no market to sell to.

Mentorship Program —
By The Numbers

MOFGA’s TOPP mentorship pairs have
grown to 15 and range across diverse
sectors of organic agriculture including
vegetables, herbs, lowbush blueberries,
livestock and value-added products.
Pairs have been working on business
and marketing plans, development of or-
ganic systems, record-keeping, and over-
all encouragement and support in daily
challenges. This program has provided
a structured and compensated opportu-
nity for established organic producers to
connect and support farmers aspiring to
certify.

ur next round of matching

will be in September of 2024,

though our recruitment pro-
cess will run continuously through the
spring and summer. Mentors require
certain criteria to participate. They must
have at least three years of organic pro-
duction experience; be a certified organic
producer in good standing (or have three
years of experience with organic certifi-
cation); and be able to commit to 45 hours
per year working with a mentee farmer.
Compensation for mentors is $3,000 per
year, which includes travel and inciden-
tal expenses. Mentees wishing to partici-
pate in the program do not pay at all and

are provided an annual stipend of $500
for travel and to attend trainings.

Project Partners — UMaine
Cooperative Extension and Maine
Grain Alliance

We were pleased to recruit both the Uni-
versity of Maine Cooperative Exten-
sion and the Maine Grain Alliance into
the TOPP program as project partners.
Both organizations submitted propos-
als, which were accepted and funded
through the full program term at the end
of 2027.

UMaine Extension is focusing efforts in
the wild blueberry space, seeing a lot of
opportunity for transition to organic due
to the large amounts of conventional
blueberry land in Maine, as well as the
current price premiums for organic wild
blueberries versus conventional. Other
areas of UMaine’s efforts include mixed
vegetables, grain, livestock and dairy.
Look for several TOPP-focused events
throughout the year.

Maine Grain Alliance is focusing their
TOPP work around community building
and technical assistance as it relates to
organic grain production at all farming
scales. They intend to incorporate transi-
tion to organic tracts within their flagship
annual event, The Kneading Conference,
as well as through farm trainings and
field days around the state and through
their partnership at the farm at Kennebec
Valley Community College in Fairfield,
Maine.

For more information about USDA’s
TOPP program or to apply for mentor-
ship, please visit organictransition.org.




