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9|é Executive Summary Workforce Snapshot*

Consistently strongconsumer demand for domestically
produced organic products has propelled the growth of the
U.S. organic industry and created significant marketing
opportunities for American farmers and business owners—in
2024 alone, the industry brought in a record $71.6 billion in
sales, a 2.7 percent increase over 2023.1 However, the
industry is currently facing a major challenge that could
prevent its future success.

The shortage of highly qualified organic inspectors,
certification reviewers, and other certification professionals
is threatening the continued growth of the U.S. organic
industry.

These organic professionals serve as front-line defenders of
the organic label and help keep American farms and
businesses profitable and competitive. Development of a
larger and more skilled organic certification workforce is
needed to protect organic integrity, sustain consumer trust,
and provide continued economic opportunity for Americans.

To address the growing shortage of qualified organic
certification professionals, the Transition to Organic
Partnership Program (TOPP) commissioned this 2025
Workforce Development Needs Assessment for the Organic
Industry. This assessment aims to:

1. Assess the current state of the organic inspector and
reviewer education and workforce landscape

2.ldentify challenges to and recommendations for
developing a larger, more skilled organic inspector and
reviewer workforce

3.The pages that follow contain a summary of the findings
of this assessment, including four key areas of

9|é The Opportunity

The U.S. organic sector continues to grow, yet the
workforce required to support certification and
oversight is not keeping pace. This creates a significant
and immediate workforce gap with direct implications
for the integrity and scalability of organic agriculture.

« 82% of certification bodies report insufficient
inspector capacity

« 58% of the current workforce is expected to turn
over within five years

« Organic sales reached $71.6 billion in 2024

9|é Why This Matters

Organic inspectors and certification reviewers are
essential to:
« Ensuring compliance with USDA organic standards
« Maintaining trust in the organic label
« Enabling producers to access organic markets

Without sufficient workforce capacity, these systems
are at risk.

élé Role of Learning Institutions

The national needs assessment identifies expanding
training through colleges and universities as a priority
solution.

Learning institutions are uniquely positioned to:
« Deliver accessible, applied training
« Support workforce-aligned career pathways
» Reach both traditional and non-traditional
learners

In partnership with:

coordinated, industry-wide action to address the shortage

. . e . a USDA TRANSITION TO ORGANIC
of qualified organic inspectors and certification reviewers.

. PARTNERSHIP PROGRAM

STRENGTHENING ORGANIC SYSTEMS, LLC
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Entry Pathways and Barriers to Workforce Development
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Entry to Organic Inspection and Reviewer Careers

Several factors make it difficult for new talent to join the inspector and reviewer workforce, including the high
cost and limited availability of training, restrictive hiring practices, and limited outreach to the workforce.

RECOMMENDED ACTIONS

e Develop alternative training

e Offer training through universities and colleges
e Refocus hiring on essential skills

e Promote careers in organic inspection

Existing Knowledge, Skills, and Abilities Gaps

Once employed, inspectors and reviewers often still lack critical competencies, requiring additional training and
education to bring them up to speed.

RECOMMENDED ACTIONS

e Provide more on-site and applied training experiences

e Bolster agriculture and supply chain knowledge Cross-train
e inspectors and reviewers

\.

Access to Education and Training Resources

The organic industry has created many educational resources and training opportunities, but they are spread
across many organizations, not well advertised, and not easily accessible for inspectors and reviewers.

RECOMMENDED ACTIONS

e Host a central resource library

e Increase availability of mentorships

e Facilitate networking and information sharing

\
Q Workforce Data and Assessment Methods
‘gg A lack of organic-specific data, the absence of widely accepted education standards, and the difficulties of
<= assessing region-specific gaps further limit the ability of the industry to pinpoint and collaboratively solve
challenges.
RECOMMENDED ACTIONS

e Develop methods to collect critical workforce data
e Develop competency models
e Assess region-specific needs
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Entry Pathways and Barriers to Workforce Development

9|é How People Enter the Field * Key Insight

Experience plays a more significant role than formal
education in entering inspection roles.

Organic inspection is not a traditional academic
pathway—it is a career built from experience.

This aligns strongly with:
« Applied learning environments
« Workforce and continuing education programs
« Institutions focused on practical skill development

Common entry points include:
« Farming and ranching backgrounds
» Agriculture and natural resource education
« Field-based agricultural and technical roles
« Career changers seeking applied, hands-on work

WORKFORCE NEEDS

82%

of organic certification bodies lack enough inspectors 58%
to effectively fulfill their certification role

The top hiring challenge is finding applicants with the of the current workforce will

right skills, experience, and geographic availability change occupations in the
next five years*

Anticipated Workforce Transfers in the Next Five Years
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remain in
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. change
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require
replacement

Building and
construction inspectors
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9|é Training Access, Cost, and Sources 9|é Barriers to Entry

Despite strong demand, several barriers limit workforce
Experience plays a more significant role than formal development:

education in entering inspection roles.
« High cost of training (often $3,000-510,000+)

This aligns strongly with: « Limited access to consistent and available training
+ Applied learning environments « Low awareness of inspection and certification careers
+ Workforce and continuing education programs + Fragmented and non-standardized training pathways

« Institutions focused on practical skill development

These barriers prevent the development of a scalable and
\ reliable workforce pipeline.

* TOPP Workforce Development Needs Assessment for the Organic Industry
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A Scalable Workforce Solution
Organic Certification Process*

Review application
for compliance

On-site inspection;
write inspection report

Review application and inspection report;
recommend corrective actions as needed

If operation is compliant,
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9|é The Career Pathway 9|é The Curriculum Solution
The organic certification system provides a clear and This national, open-source curriculum is designed to
structured pathway for workforce entry and address the barriers identified in the needs
advancement: assessment. It provides:
Entry « Fully online and asynchronous delivery
O Agriculture, field experience, or career transition + Integration into institutional programs
« Development with industry expertise

Training « Focus on applied, job-ready competencies
Certificate-based, applied learning modules

@ Career 9|é Opportunity for Institutions

Organic Inspector (field-based
& P ( ) Institutions that adopt this curriculum can:

;\/' Advancement y « Expand workforce-aligned program offerings
Certification Reviewer and senior roles P + Provide clear pathways into a growing sector
) « Align with national workforce initiatives

« Support both entry-level learners and continuing
Call to Action education

Learning institutions are invited to explore adoption and
partnership opportunities to help build the next

generation of organic inspectors. In partnership with:

sp UspA\ TRANSITION TO ORGANIC
™ PARTNERSHIP PROGRAM

STRENGTHENING ORGANIC SYSTEMS, LLC

& https://organicsos.com/topp-national-organic-curriculum/
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