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CENTER FOR ORGANIC EXCELLENCE - PA PREFERRED ORGANIC 

Advisory Committee to the Secretary of Agriculture 

Minutes of the May 23, 2024 

Microsoft Teams Meeting 

 
Public notice of the May 23, 2024 Center for Organic Excellence - PA Preferred Organic Advisory 

Committee Meeting was given as stipulated by the Sunshine Law. 

CALL TO ORDER 

Kristen Markley, PA Preferred Organic Initiative Manager, called the meeting to order at 10:07 

a.m. 

INTRODUCTIONS 

Committee members in attendance included Russell Redding, Secretary of Agriculture; Cheryl 

Cook, Deputy Secretary, Farm, Food, and Market Access; Christa Barfield, CEO Farmer Jawn 

Agriculture; John and Aimee Good, The Good Farm and Board Chair, Pasa Sustainable Agriculture; 

Gordon Hoover, Lancaster Farmland Trust; Diana Kobus, Executive Director, PCO Certified 

Organic; Jeff Tkach, CEO, Rodale Institute; Nathan Layton, owner, Hershberger Heritage Farm; 

Dr. Laura Livingston, Director of Sustainable Agriculture, Chatham University; Dave Marshall, 

Marshall Farms; Scott Sechler, Sr., Owner Bell and Evans; Terry Brett, co-owner of Kimberton 

Whole Foods; Jon Steffy, Vice President and General Manager, Four Seasons Produce; and John 

Wallace, Penn State University. 

Also in attendance were Gwyn Rowland, PA Preferred Program Manager; Ashley Fehr, Marketing 

and Communications; Morgan Sheffield, Grants Manager; Jeff Warner, Director, Bureau of Food 

Safety and Laboratory Services; Stephanie Shirk, Director Agricultural Business Development 

Center; Eve Adrian, Executive Policy Specialist; Gina Lavery, Senior Vice President, Econsult 

Solutions; Kerry Golden, Executive Director House Ag Committee for Chairman Dan Moul; Holly 

Zarefoss, Administrative Assistant for Commodities; and Karissa Kross, Sargent’s Court Reporting 

Service, Inc., Court Reporter. 

Haley Painter, Painterland Sister, and Patrick Andrews, Chief of Market Development were not 

present at the commencement of the meeting. 

WELCOME 

Secretary Russell Redding thanked committee members for agreeing to serve on the Advisory 

Committee after the long journey of many conversations. He informed each that they were here 

very intentionally; this was not a random search. He commended them for their time and on 

behalf of the Governor thanked them for their service. 
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Secretary Redding commented that Pennsylvania leads in many ways in what it has done and 

what more can be done. In the words of former Governor Wolf, "It wasn't good enough to know 

how it was produced, but where it was produced," which is also amplified by Governor Shapiro. 

Secretary Redding stated growth is built on developments in research, marketing and 

commitments of each of the Advisory Committee members, who he referred to as the "single 

most important factors.” He accredited the USDA for its support over the years. Secretary 

Redding, on behalf of himself and Governor Shapiro, again offered a note of thanks for the 

commitment to agriculture, the food system, “our state's organic brand,” and work "will be 

brought together through the work that we're doing.” 

Deputy Secretary Cook commented Kerry Golden noting credit to the General Assembly, which 

in 2019 started granting funding specifically for organic agriculture. Ms. Golden will comment 

on her work with the Rodale Institute to provide technical assistance to farmers that are 

interested in making the transition to organic. 

Deputy Secretary Cook indicated Gina Lavery will share the results of economic impact studies. 

Diana Kobus will discuss technical assistance on a regional scale. Jeff Warner will talk about the 

plans for the Center for Excellence for which $1 million was provided by the General Assembly. 

CURRENT EFFORTS IN SUPPORT OF ORGANIC AGRICULTURE 

Patrick Andrews, Chief of Market Development, introduced himself and provided a brief 

description of his job duties. 

Diana Kobus, PCO Certified Organic, commented that PCO was asked to run the Transition to 

Organic Partnership Program (TOPP) out of USDA's Organic Transition Initiative funding in the 

entire northeast, noting for the last year and a half working in 14 states from Maine to West 

Virginia, Virginia, and Washington, D.C. to recruit farmers into the organic transition. She 

indicated working with 46 partners in the region and 100 mentor and mentee peers across the 

region to find out how to successfully engage farmers into this transition work with technical 

support. Ms. Kobus commented that Pennsylvania will be way out front with the Center for 

Organic Excellence. 

Ms. Kobus noted there being six regions in the United States for TOPP, including northwest, 

Oregon Health; southwest, California Certified Organic; midwest, Midwest Organic Association; 

the plains states, Organic Crop Insurance Agency; southeast, Florida Organic Growers; and 

northeast, PCO. She explained each region receives $15 million for the five-year scope of work, 

and PCO is in charge of the operation for those five years. It was noted that PCO employs 40 staff 

total. Some supporting anchors of TOPP include mentorship, outreach and education funds, and 

workforce development. 
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Ms. Kobus referred members to the organictransition.org website for additional information 

regarding the different regional core partners. She discussed how the partners are chosen. 

Jeff Tkach, Rodale Institute, noted, in 2019, Rodale received a very modest grant to launch a 

consulting arm to Rodale and started consulting with farmers in the state. He noted, currently, 

there are 165 farms and farm businesses working with Rodale in less than four years. 

Rodale is currently doing long-term research, and direct farmer support through technical 

assistance and education. Mr. Tkach stated, through partnership with the Department of Ag and 

Department of Labor and Industry, a first of its kind apprenticeship program will be announced 

whereby young individuals would receive hands-on workforce development skills in the area of 

organic compliance. 

Jeff Warner, Director, Bureau of Food Safety and Laboratory Services, indicated the focus of this 

Bureau has been to stand up the lab and get it ready to initiate testing to validate claims on 

organic products by researching USDA analytical methods. He noted the Bureau's chemistry 

supervisor recently attended the 2024 EPA Pesticide Analyst Workshop for training. Procurement 

of a modernized LIMS system has been initiated. 

Secretary Redding reiterated comments made by Scott Sechler that the issue of integrity is an 

important point, so hearing from every organic producer that has made the difficult transition to 

get in and stay there is important from an integrity standpoint as well as protection of that 

integrity. 

Dave Marshall, Marshall Farms, commented that he is an organic grain farmer competing against 

foreign grain that does not meet our standards in Pennsylvania or the United States. He thought 

of introducing a policy to push to make imported grain meet the same standards as the United 

States. Mr. Sechler is concerned that USDA will not go along with the idea although there is 

technology that will support this. 

Deputy Secretary Cook explained that if Pennsylvania wants some ability to appeal to USDA for 

the right to run organic in Pennsylvania, USDA's approval would be needed, which comes with 

administering the entirety of all products in Pennsylvania and to get ready for that someday. 

Currently, there is this voluntary add-on, PA Preferred Organic, which USDA is fine with. 

Haley Painter, Stephanie Painter, Painterland Sisters, value-added yogurt company, identified 

her concerns regarding integrity in the organic seal, including what would allow consumers to 

want to buy that product more, and to ensure the traceability of those organic nutrients from 

the soil on to the shelves is actually getting to the consumer. 

Mr. Andrews explained a PA Preferred Organic logo is being designed, and PA Preferred is 

currently being run. A consumer awareness campaign will be prepared.  He noted that 

Chairman Pashinski's bill, that was signed into law, gives PA
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Preferred the approval to offer grants, such as packaging incentive grants with the goal of pushing 

a PA brand as well as helping to grow one's own brand. 

Deputy Secretary Cook requested further discussion during the 11:15 block. 

Ms. Markley provided a PowerPoint presentation. She provided background regarding the PA 

Preferred Organic Initiative that came out of the Pennsylvania Farm Bill to grow market 

opportunities for Pennsylvania farmers and keep Pennsylvania a national leader in organic 

production currently ranking third in the nation for organic sales. 

She noted additional projects, which include the organic cost share program, a free organic 

consulting program with Rodale and Team Ag, an economic analysis, organic study circles with 

Penn State Extension, and a Pennsylvania organic ag work group. 

Ms. Markley stated the Organic Transition Initiative is a $300 million multi-agency USDA effort to 

support organic transition and build and strengthen organic markets. TOPP, as discussed 

previously by Ms. Kobus, Natural Resources Conservation Service (NRCS) and Risk Management 

Agency (RMA) are offering assistance. USDA is partnering with Oregon Tilth and the Organic 

Farming Research Foundation to provide the latest in organic research. And the Organic Market 

Development Grant Program, with two of those grants awarded in Pennsylvania. 

Other recent USDA efforts include the Organic Dairy Marketing Assistance Program (ODMAP) and 

the Origin of Livestock (OOL)Final Rule and the Strengthening Organic Enforcement (SOE) Final 

Rule. 

Gina Lavery, Senior Vice President, Econsult Solutions, provided a PowerPoint presentation of an 

abbreviated version of her presentation to the Farm Show and focused on the economic impact 

metrics specifically. She provided statistical highlights of organic farming in Pennsylvania. 

Ms. Lavery indicated over $1 billion in organic sales in PA. There are approximately 104,000 

organic acres, and 1,125 certified organic farms as of the last time this research was completed. 

She reported nearly a 9 percent annual growth rate for overall sales in Pennsylvania. She further 

indicated this study focused on economic output, job creation, labor income, and tax revenues 

generated by the industry. Market dynamics and factors shaping the industry were also being 

considered. 

She stated Pennsylvania has seen a significant surge in organic agriculture, which significantly 

surpassed the national average or a 167 percent increase compared to a 105 percent increase 

nationally. Organic commodity sales increased nearly 800 percent over a ten-year period.  
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Ms. Lavery explained indirect and induced impacts. Indirect is related to supply chain (the 

spending associated with the purchase of goods and services) and induced impact is related to 

labor income (for example when a worker takes their income and goes out to dinner or spends 

at a local retailer) which in total supports $2.2 billion in economic output supporting a total of 

7,100 jobs. 

With regard to current market dynamics, she talked about opportunities and things that are 

barriers to increasing the overall demand for organic products, including perceptions of high 

costs, consumer confidence and misconceptions about the value of organic. With regard to 

supply, there are farmer certification challenges which are also among the factors that PDA is 

thinking of ways to address. 

She also referred to trends around organic processing for livestock, vegetables, fruit, mushrooms, 

dairy and the location of the processors across Pennsylvania and also the area of technology 

innovation. She talked about a signficant gap in research and development in the organic space, 

that approximately only one percent of all funding associated with farming research globally is 

dedicated to organic. 

Her presentation concluded with potential recommendations noted for PDA and for the state 

regarding how the organic agriculture industry can remain competitive against other states, 

including consumer education, PA Preferred Organic, and identifying opportunities for 

supporting the supply chain in the industry. A link for the study was placed into the chat for 

further review by others. Mr. Brett had further discussion with regard to finding additional ways 

to help small farmers compete in the organic grain market. Ms. Kobus commented that she looks 

forward to these types of conversations to bring into perspective what the certification agency 

does, that there is an entire team at the national organic program dedicated to hearing specific 

complaints. Fraud complaints may be made anonymously via a USDA hotline number. 

REVIEW COMMITTEE CHARGE 

1) Parameters for such grant funds as might be available to incentivize increasing production 

and processing of organic commodities and foods. 

Deputy Secretary Cook noted that PA Preferred restricted account dollars are available to those 

who are already in the PA Preferred program as opposed to the Agriculture Business 

Development Center. She noted there are many options and lots of flexibility but would like 

suggestions for where the right place is to put the limited funds for incentives. 

2) Promotional efforts to help consumers find organic commodities and foods grown or made 

in Pennsylvania qualifying for the PA Preferred program. 

Deputy Secretary Cook commented that we could duplicate what PA Preferred does with PA 

Preferred Organic but there may be other places that we need to go to advertise PA Preferred 

Organic that makes as much or more sense than where we were going with PA Preferred. 
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3) Priorities and standards for the Center for Organic Excellence. 

Deputy Secretary Cook stated this committee is "zeroing in" on the Center for Organic Excellence 

currently, with the focal point being the new partnership between the Bureau of Market 

Development and the Bureau of Food Safety. She noted there may be other areas where we 

should be trying to add priorities for the Center of Excellence, including where is the value add 

to the national organic program. 

4) An evaluation process to ensure that the Department's programs and initiatives in support 

of organic agriculture continuously improve. 

Deputy Secretary Cook commented this committee would develop an evaluation process which 

looks at where we have been and decide if we need to course correct and how to know if we are 

making progress or do we need to stop and adjust from time to time. There may be something 

inorganic between the House and the Senate in the final package that may change our landscape 

altogether. 

Deputy Secretary Cook noted committee number one will be led by Morgan Sheffield, Grants 

Manager. Committee number two will be led by Kristen Markley, PA Preferred Organic Initiative 

Manager and Patrick Andrews, Chief of Market Development. Committee number three will be 

led by Jeff Warner, Director, Bureau of Food Safety and Laboratory Services. Committee number 

four will be led by Stephanie Shirk, Director, Agricultural Business Development Center. Each of 

the committees had discussion regarding their separate subject matters. 

--- 

(WHEREUPON A PAUSE IN THE MEETING WAS HELD FROM 11:22 A.M. TO 12:05 P.M.) 

--- 

SUBCOMMITTEE REPORTS 

Ms. Markley reported the promotional committee had discussion regarding how the PA 

Preferred Program works and how the PA Preferred Organic will work. Mr. Andrews shared 

details of promotional efforts of PA Preferred. Promotional efforts for PA Preferred Organic were 

discussed, and Mr. Sechler mentioned the Farm Show would be a good place to promote organic 

food available. Ms. Shirk shared that we as producers and companies need to promote PA 

Preferred. Mr. Steffy and Mr. Brett were also part of the discussion. 

Mr. Warner reported the committee had discussion regarding priorities and standards with 

participants Christa Barfield, John Good, John Wallace and Dr. Laura Livingston. He indicated 

that on the spectrum of people already practicing organic but not certified and then resisting 

certification altogether, that we should capture those farmers practicing but not receiving credit. 

There were additional discussions with regard to justifying and validating that "the juice 
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is worth the squeeze" and educating consumers of the value of the organic brand PA Preferred 

Organic. 

Additional consumer research around the values that trigger purchase intent was mentioned and 

a driver was looked at to capture these practicing farmers that are not certified as bolstering the 

diversification and consistency of market outlets for their products. 

Ms. Barfield added to the discussion regarding nutrient density, food as medicine and the 

benefits of organic agriculture and then figuring out how we can take the research that exists for 

application of why we are choosing organic and why certified organic. 

Deputy Secretary Cook, Ms. Sheffield, Mr. Marshall, Mr. Layton and Ms. Painter had a discussion 

regarding grants and are there solutions that would allow simplified reporting to USDA from 

existing data sources. Starting an organic hotline, providing technical assistance with 

recordkeeping for producers, and information for consumers to help them understand integrity. 

The group had discussion regarding whether there is a way for funds that PDA may have available 

to help offset the matching fund requirements that other funders might require and is there some 

way that PDA could stand behind a private funder. Ms. Painter noted there was discussion about 

working with apprentice programs at Rodale or Penn State Extension and having some of the 

apprentices helping some of the farmers who may need assistance. 

Deputy Secretary Cook noted research grants are open for application until June 7. 

Mr. Andrews asked if the members would consider having subcommittee meetings outside of 

the regular meeting or have subcommittee meetings from 9:00 to 10:00 and then start the 

regular meeting at 10:00. He further noted that only one meeting a year will be in person and 

the other three will be virtual. 

Ms. Shirk indicated that some of the discussion in the promotion discussion would be driven by 

the increase in sales, the viability of farms and consumer adoption. Mr. Marshall suggested 

conveying to the public that they are getting the value being paid for when they go to the store. 

--- 

(WHEREUPON THE COMMITTEE RECESSED FOR LUNCH FROM 12:15 P.M. UNTIL 12:30 P.M.) 

--- 

DISCUSSION 

Deputy Secretary Cook suggested quarterly meetings and a monthly check-in on messaging. 

Members offered comments around promotion of PA Preferred Organic. Ms. Painter 

commented that she and her sister Stephanie will push PA Preferred more on their branding by 

way of social media campaigns, campaigns for retailers, incentives like June Dairy Month. 
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There was discussion around what PA Preferred means for the distributors and any customers 

that buy from them, and as an example, a bag of potatoes with the PA Preferred logo offers 

credibility as a local product that can be verified by the produce manager, and PA Preferred 

should stand for quality. 

It was noted that Pennsylvania is the only state with its own farm bill which adds even more 

credibility, and the rest of the country would pick up on signage relating to the industry. 

Pennsylvania led the way after which USDA and other states got on board to follow egg quality 

standard. 

Mr. Layton inquired as to how much of today's food served at lunch was organic. Ms. Markley 

responded by noting that the food served today included organic fruit, vegetables, breads, meats 

and cheese which were labeled by the catering service. Mr. Sechler discussed focus studies 

completed approximately 35 years ago where a majority of the people in Manhattan involved in 

the studies wanted food from Pennsylvania. 

SCHEDULE FUTURE MEETINGS 

After discussion, it was suggested that a meeting be scheduled for Tuesday, October 8, 2024, at 

11:00 a.m., with monthly marketing check-ins before that time. Members are welcome to attend 

in person or virtually. A luncheon will be served. 

ADJOURN 

There being no further business, the meeting was adjourned at 1:00 p.m. 

Respectfully Submitted: 

 

Karissa Kross 

May 23, 2024 


