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CENTER FOR ORGANIC EXCELLENCE - PA PREFERRED ORGANIC 

Advisory Committee to the Secretary of Agriculture 

Minutes of the September 26, 2024 

Microsoft Teams Meeting 

 

Public notice of the September 26, 2024 Center for Organic Excellence - PA Preferred Organic 

Advisory Committee Meeting was given as stipulated by the Sunshine Law. 

WELCOME 

Cheryl Cook, Deputy Secretary, Department of Agriculture/Acting Director, Bureau of Market 

Development, welcomed all in attendance and called for introductions. 

INTRODUCTIONS 

Members in attendance in addition to Deputy Secretary Cook included Kristen Markley, PA 

Preferred Organic Initiative Manager; Jeff Tkach, CEO, Rodale Institute;  Jon Steffy, Four 

Seasons Produce; Gordon Hoover, Lancaster Farmland Trust; Chris Anderson, Sustainable 

Strategies;  Roger Riegel, Pennsylvania Department of Agriculture, Labs; Patrick Andrews, Chief 

of Food Systems, Bureau of Market Development, Pennsylvania Department of Agriculture; Eli 

Williams, Laboratory Division Chief, Pennsylvania Bureau of Food Safety; Terry Brett, co-

owner/CEO of Kimberton Whole Foods;  and Mark Brault, Founder/Owner, Deer Creek 

Malthouse. 

Also in attendance were Michael Keith, Commodities Program Manager, Bureau of Market 

Development, Pennsylvania Department of Agriculture; Stephanie Shirk, Director, Agricultural 

Business Development Center, Pennsylvania Department of Agriculture; Will Hughes, Research 

Analyst, House Democratic Agriculture and Rural Affairs Committee/Representative Eddie Day 

Pachinski; Morgan Sheffield, Grants Manager, Pennsylvania Department of Agriculture; Dave 

Marshall, organic grain farmer, Halifax, PA;  Stephanie Painter, Haley Painter, Painterland 

Sisters, organic dairy farmer, Tioga County; Diana Kobus, Executive Director, PCO; Dr. John 

Wallace, Extension Weed Specialist, Penn State University; Sam Malriat, Director, Organic 

Consultant Program, Rodale Institute; Christa Barfield, Founder/CEO Farmer Jawn Agriculture; 

and Michael G. Sargent, CVR, Sargent's Court Reporting Service. 

REVIEW CHARGE OF SUBCOMMITTEES 

Priorities, Standards and Evaluation 

Ms. Markley explained priorities of the Center for Organic Excellence is a matter that comes 

down the road if Pennsylvania develops its own standards for having organic certification.  

Evaluation is taking a look at whether or not the Center is progressing, meeting goals, and 

delivering deliverables.   
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Promotion takes a look at the PA Preferred Organic Program, how to promote that program, 

and how to educate consumers on organic agriculture to demystify perceptions around organic 

agriculture.   

Grants relate to funding for this effort and how those funds should be allocated to meet the 

goals of the Center for Organic Excellence. 

Ms. Markley noted the goal is to create draft goals for each subcommittee.  Each subcommittee 

will offer reports regarding ideas of goals later in the meeting.  Mr. Andrews explained how 

members can enter the breakout rooms. 

--- 

(WHEREUPON SUBCOMMITTEES ENTERED A BREAKOUT ROOM,  

AFTER WHICH A SHORT BREAK WAS TAKEN) 

--- 

CALL TO ORDER 

Deputy Secretary Cheryl Cook called the meeting to order. 

APPROVAL OF MINUTES 

Ms. Kobus made a motion to approve the Minutes of the May 23, 2024 meeting.  The motion 

was seconded by Mr. Steffy and passed unanimously. 

UPDATES 

OCE Manager 

Deputy Secretary Cook noted the name of this person would be announced at the next 

meeting. 

Rodale Institute-Organic Transition Program 

Sam Malriat, Director, Organic Consulting Program, Rodale Institute.  He reported on the 

partnership with PDA at the end of 2018, beginning of 2019 to provide technical assistance to 

farmers in the State of Pennsylvania for free to assist with their transition from conventional to 

organic production practices.   

Mr. Malriat reported having four full-time agronomists, including one market development 

manager who helps producers with buyers and supply chain actors nationally.  He noted 

focusing on grain but having some expertise in livestock, grazing, and dairy. 
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He stated between 80 and 100 farmers annually express an interest in the program.  He noted 

working closely with PCO, northeast administrator, to help advance organic transitions.  Farms 

are visited, and farmers are contacted via email, text, just to keep in communication with them.   

Team Ag Organic Transition Program 

Peggy Fogarty, Program Manager, reported Tam Ag has very different clientele and missions, 

and a database of over 5,000 clients, 133 of which are certified organic, mostly poultry houses, 

non-organic fields.  She noted previous experience with organics as an organic farmer and 

helped to start Lancaster Farm Fresh.   Ms. Fogarty indicated the overall goal is to have 30 

active clients with poultry farms with zero to two acres that are certified organic.   

Ms. Fogarty noted a large number of clients are dairies.  At least half of the clients being 

assisted are Plain Sect and transitioning ownership of their farms from their parents and 

changing over to organic.  She noted listening to various influencers like Alvin Peachey and 

working closely with Organic Valley.  Overall, approximately 1,000 acres will be transitioning to 

organic. 

Team Ag provides three primary services including two agronomists, one working with grazing 

and pastures and one working with grains and field crops.  Leslie Zuck is helping the Team 

develop tools and expertise to provide guidance on organic standards and recordkeeping 

systems.  Mr. Fogarty  works with NRCS and FAS and other funding opportunities and grants 

that farmers can receive for loss of income during transition years.  She also performs financial 

analyses and studies markets, assessing how farmers can best manage during the transition. 

Ms. Markley noted questions and further discussion would be held after all updates were 

reported.   

Penn State Extension Organic Study Circles 

Ms. Markley discussed the organic study circles which provides peer-to-peer networking 

opportunities.   

Dave Marshall noted attending organic grain study circles for at least four years and finds them 

extremely beneficial by learning more from farmers who have performed these practices.   

Dr. John Wallace commented that Penn State specialists recognize that the peer-to-peer is 

uniquely suited for interacting with organic farming community as they are very knowledge-

based practices.   He suggested the advertising and growing in other regions would be helpful.  

Ms. Markley stated Anna Hodgson, her contact for the organic study circles, is working with 

other extension educators in other counties.   
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Grain Market Development Work 

Patrick Andrews, Chief of Food Systems, Bureau of Market Development, Pennsylvania 

Department of Agriculture, congratulated John Wallace on the receipt of a recent grant. 

Mr. Andrews indicated no depth of knowledge within the Bureau regarding grains, and Mark 

Brault is gathering information and helping with market development work around grain for the 

coming year.  He will be assembling a database of places where grain is being produced, milled, 

and marketed centering around organic.  Mr. Brault will be the "point person" for the organic 

grain networking event that will occur sometime this winter 2024, which will bring together 

producers already producing organic grain and producers interested in producing organic grain, 

as well as distributors, mills, and manufacturers who are interested.   

Mr. Andrews provided an update on the logo that will soon be on Painterland Sisters yogurt 

cups.  He explained there is a contract involved with use of a logo, but the overall process takes 

approximately 13 to 16 months.  He shared the logo on screen with those in attendance.  

Mr. Andrews indicated certified organic is a requirement.  Membership in PA Organic is tied 

into compliance with the USDA organic program.   It was suggested that Kimberton Whole 

Foods be one of the first stores that launches the product.  Mr. Andrews answered questions. 

Pa Preferred guidelines were clarified.  Mr. Andrews explained that PA Preferred members are 

either producers or processor/manufacturers.  75 percent of the production cycle has to occur 

in Pennsylvania.   

Rodale/Tuskegee Discussion 

It was noted this project is not underway yet, and an update would later be provided. 

QUESTIONS AND DISCUSSION 

It was suggested that farmers who want to transition be assisted in developing a business plan 

which is one area that is missed.  Ms. Shirk noted that the Ag Business Development focuses on 

support for business planning and farm transition plans. She noted that other components are 

needed for farms, such as the need for a conservation plan and a biosecurity plan, and it would 

be prudent for a business plan to be included in that list.  She stated the Ag Business 

Development Center does have partners that can help farmers get that work done contracting 

with the SBDC, Penn State Extension, PA Home Links, Team PA, Penn State Ag, and Shale Law 

Center to support farmers.  She explained the Farm Vitality Grant is to get a business plan or to 

plan for the , to transition of ownership.   Mr. Marshall commented that it is really valuable that 

new or transitioning farmers have all the resources in one spot.   

SUBCOMMITTEE UPDATES 

Priorities, Standards and Evaluation  
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Ms. Shirk noted there was discussion that Priorities, Standards, and Evaluation could be three 

separate groups.  The promotion in grants could be a subset of those priorities.  She noted what 

steps would be necessary when an Organic Center of Excellence manager or director is in place 

and identified the partners.  Approaching from a regional, commodity group, market access, 

and collaborative standpoints were discussed.  There was dialog with regard to defining 

measurable goals for organics in Pennsylvania and how supporting the regional food system 

with organic growing practices would be defined.   

Additional points of discussion included farmer education and retention, as well as organic, 

economic viability and scalability and research and innovation, which led toward conversation 

regarding infrastructure and market access or expansion, collaboration, and innovation.   

Promotion 

Mr. Andrews noted a robust conversation regarding promotion of organic products and using 

the PA Preferred organic brands.  One topic of discussion included the placement of stickers 

associated with raw Ag products and placing the PA Preferred organic logo there.  He 

mentioned that stickering produce happens at the distributor level.  Mr. Andrews noted the 

possibility of initially giving free stickers to distributors.   

Mr. Andrews stated discussion was held regarding promotional mini grants, which should soon 

be released.  There was talk regarding using brands to associate the logo of the product on the 

label or doing stickering associating the organic logo with the product.  Other ways to market 

could include a small social media campaign, development of a short promotional video, and 

discussion of other ideas.   

Goals discussed included developing relationships with all relevant distributors of organic 

products in Pennsylvania, specific ways retailers can support marketing of products within their 

stores, and launching promotional grants, as well as learning how the grants are engaged in by 

applicants, the impact of the grants, and the feedback received.    

Consumer awareness of PA Preferred Organics was also a part of the discussion.  

Grants 

Ms. Sheffield noted the great ideas.  Goals included providing funding for producers, buyers, 

processors, and handlers to attend meetings and events for the purpose of networking and 

collaboration; helping with diversity in the dairy industry in PA via organic production methods 

and opportunities; providing incentives in the form of tax breaks or other grants that are 

sustainable; and connecting farmers and producers with schools to bring more organic products 

into the schools.   

Deputy Secretary Cook also noted discussion regarding incorporating all other resources 

available and targeting the gap.   
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Mission and Vision/Term Limit Discussion/Schedule 

Ms. Markley shared a document on the screen, which included a draft description of the 

Organic Center for Excellence, and examples of mission and vision statements for the 

Pennsylvania Department of Agriculture, Center for Dairy Excellence, Pennsylvania Farm to 

School Network. 

She read into the record that Pennsylvania is a national leader in organic production.  The 

Organic Center for Excellence was a path for continued growth.  Three pillars of the center are 

integrity, transition, and market development.  The center will act as the gateway to services 

and resources for farmers endeavoring to transition to organic farming.  The center is charged 

to establish stronger public/private partnerships with relevant industry stakeholders, 

streamline state services, and bolster other industry-supportive initiatives.  This presents a 

major opportunity to improve the performance of organic agriculture in Pennsylvania and aims 

to be a model for other states looking to expand their organic sector. 

Ms. Markley stated this description was provided with the hope of discussion around mission 

and vision for the Organic Center of Excellence moving forward with a roadmap of goals.   

Members were referred to the examples of Mission and Vision Statements for further review.  

Deputy Secretary Cook opened discussion regarding the vision statement.   Mr. Andrews 

suggested considering the future state for organic agriculture.  His vision is that Pennsylvania 

has the most diverse organic production in the United States and highest rate of consumption 

per capita of organic products in the United States.   

Deputy Secretary Cook noted that Ms. Kobus has put into the chat the mission/vision 

statements.   

Haley Painter noted a vision of sustaining and enhancing the ecosystem.   

Ms. Fogarty suggested bringing the concept to the forefront regarding networks of organic 

farms, opportunities that open up because they are together, and how these networks are 

being built.   

There was discussion related to the diversity of production in PA when compared to other 

states.    

Mr. Anderson commented the HotSpots report is one of the most important reports in swaying 

legislators regarding the importance of organic agriculture in that it lowers a county's poverty 

rate by 1.35 percent or 135 basis points, which is more effective than all the other government 

anti-poverty programs.  He suggested funding Professor Jaenicke to update that data would be 

incredible work. 
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Mr. Anderson commented it would only take a ten-percent rise in organic entities and 

Pennsylvania would be back to number two and having over 2,000 entities in the state.   

Deputy Secretary Cook discussed whether there is the need to be specifically inclusive of urban 

farms when considering diversity. 

Ms. Kobus noted equity accessibility should be included in the vision statement for both urban 

and rural.   

A vision for a viable organic supply chain that is stable and responsive to changes in the markets 

was suggested. 

Mr. Andrews suggested that these thoughts be incorporated into drafts as a way to organize 

mission and vision statements.  There was further discussion regarding the meaning of organic 

standard as an educational component to marketing.   

Deputy Secretary Cook stated all information will be reviewed before the next meeting in 

November 2024.  There was further discussion as to an in-person meeting date in November 

2024, and whether or not the new OCE manager will be in position by that time.   

Mr. Andrews suggested a discussion of Board term limits at the next meeting.  He reminded all 

there are four meetings a year.  Quorums are necessary to have a meeting, and he would like to 

hold everybody to at least a 75 percent attendance for the given year.   He asked that members 

accept virtual invitations and respond back to Ms. Markley.  Mr. Andrews thanked members for 

their valuable time.        

Mr. Marshall noted he wrote a proposal for the Farm Bureau regarding grain testing, which 

passed the county and will go on to the state and American Farm Bureau.  He will provide 

additional information at the next meeting. 

ADJOURN   

There being no further business, the meeting was adjourned at 1:01 p.m. 

The next meeting will be held in person in November. 

Respectfully Submitted: 

 

Michael G. Sargent, CVR 

September 26, 2024 

 


