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September 28, 2007
Certified Organic.  Just exactly does that mean?  How involved is it?  Is there a difference between Certified Organic and “I’m basically organic.  I don’t use any chemicals and stuff like that.”
Let me try to describe just how persnickety Certified Organic can get.

All seeds, transplants, plugs, bulbs, roots, etc, must be organic unless organic doesn’t exist.  No seeds, transplants, plugs, bulbs, roots, etc., can be treated with any chemical whatsoever.  If an organic source does not exist, we may plant untreated seed, but must document our search for an organic source.
The organic inspector was inspecting the farm and going through my paperwork.  Looking through my extensive list of seed, each seed listed as organic or untreated, she came across ‘sweet potatoes’.  
“How do you start your sweet potatoes?”

“With transplants.”

“Purchased?”

“Yes.”

“Are they organic?”

“I found organic heirloom sweet potato starts … I ordered several varieties but rabbits destroyed their crop and my money was refunded.  The two hybrid varieties I planted are not organic.”

“Were the transplants treated with anything?”

“I don’t know.”  But immediately when the question was asked, I knew that I had fumbled.  Fiddlesticks!!!  Now what?

I tried to explain why I had ordered conventional transplants.  “I’ve planted other common varieties in the past and the potato was so rough and ugly that I didn’t bother taking them to market.  Our customers wouldn’t have bought them anyway.  At a veggie growing conference, I talked to an university professor and asked him for variety suggestions.  He told me some of those old varieties shouldn’t even be grown anymore … they are so bad.  He then recommended a newer hybrid with smooth, beautiful roots.  I was so focused on finding that particular variety that I totally forgot the ‘organic transplants only’ part of the equation.  When I came across a catalog with that variety, I ordered 24 plants to trial and then also 100 plants of another hybrid variety.”
Inspectors are not allowed to give advice, etc., etc., etc., but she kind of beat around the bush until I caught the hint, ‘Find out if the plants were treated with any prohibited substances!’

I called both seed companies but seed companies shut down during the summer.  Answers were slow.  Finally, ‘yes, the 100 plants were treated with one substance that was required by the state of Tennessee in order for growers to ship their plants.’  And the 24 plants were treated with three prohibited substances.  

Our certification was on the line!  

A registered letter informed me that the above was true until I could prove that the sweet potatoes were untreated.  One hundred and twenty-four little plants, about fifty feet of row on a seven acre farm and my certification is in jeopardy?  Yipes!

What to do?

Alissa took pictures of the nefarious sweet potatoes from each direction.  I copied all the correspondence with the seed companies.  I then offered to take that tainted row out of the organic program, place it back into a three year transition, redraw field map #5 and sell any crop grown in that space as conventional.   
My proposal was accepted!  What’s lucky about it all … That row is second from the end of field # 5.  We can shorten field  #5, plant a cover crop and let three years go by.

And what about sweet potato starts for next year?  I’m saving some of the tubers and will try my hand at sprouting.  I also took some cuttings of the vines and will try to get them to root and grow as house plants through the winter.  Then take additional cuttings come springtime.  I’ll probably also order some of the organic heirloom varieties.  White-fleshed sweet potatoes.  Violet sweet potatoes.  Ruby red skin and orange-fleshed sweet potatoes.  Just gotta’ try’em!  

And the currant crop of sweet potatoes?  They are curing in the reefer.  A nice warm, dark place with a fan running for air circulation and a wet flannel shirt for humidity.  Ok, I must sell them as conventional potatoes this year but they sure are pretty!  Beat those old dud varieties hands down!  Plus our organic integrity has been maintained.  Had me sweating there for a few weeks as I waited for a decision!

So … “I’m basically organic” doesn’t cut it.  In order to claim organic anything, all paper work must be maintained, organic seed searches must be documented, all growing practices must be in line with the organic standards.  If not, don’t claim to be organic.  That’s the long and the short!
The following crops are offered to you as Certified Organic, locally grown and as nutrient dense as we can possibly grow them:
Radishes: New crop of red radishes, white radishes and purple radishes.  Pretty!

Swiss chard

Broccoli

Mini cucumbers

Slicing cucumbers: Grown in the hoop house.  Pretty, smooth skinned, always mellow, never bitter cucumbers.  The cucumber beetle absolutely demolishes this tender cuke outside.  Being under plastic seems to confuse the bugs and the plants fair a bit better.

Basil

Parsley

Onions

Beets

Carrots:  Bugs Bunny orange and bunches of colored carrots in white, yellow, a soft pale orange and intense red.

Eggplant:  The cool weather seems to shut down the bugs … Best looking eggplant we’ve had in weeks.  The sad side of the story is that it’s lonely outside … All the birds are gone.  No barn swallows.  No bugs: no birds.
Sweet peppers

Hot peppers

Garlic: Inchelium, a softneck.  Will keep up to twelve months.  That a year!!

Shallots

Tomatoes:  Wow!  I am amazed.  Many more tomatoes, both heirloom and hybrid, than last week but still just a few.

Beans:  Talk about fresh!  Alissa and I started picking about 2:30 this fine Friday afternoon while Morgan harvested broccoli and kale.  Morgan and I washed, spun, and bagged right up to quitting time, 5:30 tonight.  Available by 7:00 Saturday morning … That’s less than twenty-four hours from just picked fresh!!

Lettuce:  Beautiful with lots of colors and shapes.

Arugula

Turnips

Daikon radish

Black Spanish radish

Watermelon radish

Kale

Collards

Cress

Flowers:  Even Alissa was amazed at the quantity of flowers pumped out of the hoop house.  The dahlias are blooming like crazy!  And it’s almost October!!!   I’m wondering … I’ve been watering extra, trying to have the basil totally hydrated before harvesting.  Maybe I had the hoop too dry this summer and now the flowers are getting more water and therefore blooming more.  I don’t know!  But the basil was huge and gorgeous this week and Alissa mentioned that the marigolds are also growing huge and blooming like ever.
Lissy’s Bouquets are Beautiful!  Certified Organic.  Locally grown.  Fresh as a daisy!
Thank you for feasting on Seedtime(!
Henry, Harriet & Alissa Kattenberg 

Seedtime & Harvest, Hull, Iowa

hkattenberg@seedtimeandharvest.net

712-439-1861

Falls Park Farmers Market:

May to Oct.  Saturday 8-1pm

Falls Park, Sioux Falls, SD

Seedtime’s organic vegetables also available at these fine stores:
East Dakotah Natural Foods Co-op
Look’s Meat Market
