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The Washington Post recently ran a widely circulated article 
under the headline “Why Your ‘Organic’ Milk May Not Be 
Organic.” 

Concerns raised by the Post are the very concerns that 
organic advocates work to address every day. Consumers 
should have a choice between organic and non-organic 
products, and organic products should strive to meet consumer 
expectations—expectations that sometimes reach beyond the 
USDA standards.

Alarming headlines are one thing. But the truth about 
organic milk is quite another. Consumer Reports encourages 
its followers to buy organic when it comes to milk because 
“Department of Agriculture rules require organic dairy farms 
to use 100 percent organic feed, no growth hormones, and no 
antibiotics. Buying organic also supports healthy agricultural 
practices. Organic milk from grass-fed cows costs a little more 
but has slightly more CLA and omega-3 fatty acids." (goo.gl/
ZyEY4W)

USDA requirements for organic production sometimes provide 
more leeway than what consumers expect. This month’s 

feature story by Tami Weiss examines the impact of a long-
awaited USDA Organic Livestock and Poultry Practices rule 
that would clarify some of the ambiguities in the current 
animal welfare requirements under the organic rule. Fourteen 
years in the making, the fate of the rule now sits within the 
new administration in Washington D.C.

This issue’s feature story explains how organic can better align 
itself with consumer expectations when it comes to animal 
welfare through adoption and implementation of the proposed 
Livestock and Poultry Practices Rule. CCOF strongly supports 
the rule because it requires high animal welfare standards 
and would make the standards that CCOF has always required 
applicable to all USDA certified organic producers.

The feature story also provides those who may not be up to 
speed on the rule with a basic understanding of what it entails 
and how it will positively impact organic livestock and poultry 
production.

If you are moved by the story, please take a moment to contact 
us at policy@ccof.org, and we will let you know how you can 
weigh in to make your voice heard.

first 

WORDS

Cathy Calfo 
CCOF Executive Director/CEO

Issue Contributors
Leading the Way to a More Humane Future for Livestock and Poultry, Page 22

Tami Weiss is a freelance writer and editor specializing in environmental issues, with 
a focus on all things food, health, and travel. Although she was born and raised in the 
urban San Francisco East Bay, she spent her childhood hiking, camping, and fishing 
in the foothills of California. A passion for the outdoors led her to earn her Bachelor 
of Arts in environmental studies and biology from the University of California, Santa 
Cruz, and her Master of Arts in international environmental policy from Middlebury 
Institute of International Studies. An avid traveler, Weiss has lived and worked abroad 
on issues ranging from literacy, to nutrition, to wildlife rehabilitation. Closer to home, 
she’s worked in the environmental field on education, program development, event 
management, and research. 

Animal Welfare and Consumer Expectations
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CCOF farmers and ranchers have always led the way in 
innovative organic practices, and the proposed Organic 
Livestock and Poultry Practices rule would ensure a world 
where the health and well-being of the animals is a priority for 
all certified organic producers.

Originally scheduled to go into effect on March 20, 2017, 
implementation of the proposed rule was delayed two months 
and then postponed again in May 2017 for another comment 
period and six-month review. As organic continues to grow—
with dairy and livestock accounting for over 17 percent of 
organic sales—these new regulations are even more critical to 
ensuring that organic can continue to scale up in a sustainable, 
humane way. If implemented in November 2017, the rule would 
provide greater clarity and specific guidelines to help producers 
and certifiers embrace the spirit of organic regulations.

CCOF producers, like Craig Thompson of Rockside Ranch 
in Northern California, already embody this spirit in their 
management practices. Thompson’s pigs rotate through 100 
certified acres of forested land, half an acre at a time, where 
they get to do what they do best: root through the understory 

for their meals. His layers and broilers have similar freedoms, 
rotating through pasture with access to mobile coops. Pete 
Talbott of Talbott Ranch has a similarly holistic management 
approach for his 300 head of cattle. By rotating through 
acreage in both eastern Oregon and northern California, 
Talbott’s livestock can graze outside year-round.

As stated by USDA itself, the purpose of the new rule is to level 
the playing field by creating greater consistency in livestock 
practices and to assure customer confidence in the integrity of 
organic. The rule would also resolve ambiguity around access 
to the outdoors for poultry and establish clearer guidelines for 
health care, living conditions, transportation, and slaughter. 

For the health of the animals and the entire organic sector, 
CCOF welcomes and strongly supports the updated regulations 
as they apply to both mammals and poultry and discourages 
further delays in implementation. We’ll walk you through 
some of the most important changes and updates in the rule, 
as well as how some CCOF producers are already meeting the 
proposed new requirements.

Leading the Way to a 

More Humane Future for 

Livestock and Poultry

WRITTEN BY  Tami Weiss 

Envision a world where healthy organic livestock and 
poultry have plenty of room to roam and engage in 
their natural behaviors.
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Nutrition and Body Condition
Current organic regulations spell out that rations for livestock 
must meet nutritional requirements, but a new addition to 
that section specifically clarifies that the feed must “result in 
appropriate body condition.” This guideline clarifies existing 
authority and creates greater consistency among certifiers, 
ensuring that animals are fed a diet appropriate to each species 
and their stage of life. If this guideline is implemented, USDA 
would publish further guidance to help certifiers assess and 
regulate “body condition.” 

For many CCOF-certified organic livestock producers, the 
new rule would not present significant changes to their 
management practices. The health of an animal depends on 
the quality of their food. As Talbott put it, “Nutrition is an even 
more important part of a holistic management plan than I 
originally thought. By allowing the cattle to graze year-round, 
like they were designed to do, we’ve managed to sidestep a lot 
of potential health issues.” 

In order to provide year-round grazing, Talbott’s herd grazes 
most of the year in eastern Oregon, then gets transported to 
the Foothills of Northern California in December, where they 
spend the coldest winter months away from the snow. In this 
way, the cattle are ensured a year-round diet of fresh green 
grass. Turns out, happy cows live in California and Oregon! 

Prohibited Physical Alterations
On the other end of the specificity spectrum, 17 newly defined 
terms have been added to the organic livestock and poultry 
regulations, eight of which are surgical alterations that would 
be specifically prohibited (find the list of them on Page 24). Tail 
docking of sheep and face branding of cattle are also listed 
as prohibited practices. CCOF already prohibits all of these 
alterations and supports prohibiting them for all certified 
operations to ensure consistent enforcement. 

Additionally, routine use of needle teeth trimming and tail 
docking in swine would not be allowed. Organic farms raising 
pigs could only use these methods after demonstrating that 
alternative methods have failed. Forced molting of poultry 
would also be specifically prohibited. These new humane 
standards are a welcome addition to the organic livestock 
regulations, as they bring clarity to areas that were open to 
interpretation prior to this rule. 

More Specific Recordkeeping
In an effort to encourage the use of preventive healthcare 
management and effective treatment, sick and injured animals 
and instances of lameness would need to be monitored and 
recorded. Maintaining these types of records will be familiar 
to many farms certified by CCOF, as the current organic 

regulations already have a general recordkeeping requirement. 
However, the new rules include livestock-specific details, 
which would be helpful for both certifiers and farmers in 
clarifying which records need to be maintained. Additionally, 
a written parasite control plan that includes preventative 
measures, fecal monitoring, and emergency measures must be 
approved by the certifier, as well as a written plan for humane 
euthanasia. 

Living Conditions for Mammals
A 2017 survey from Consumer Reports indicates that 
consumers choose organic for the better health and treatment 
of the animals as well as the assumption that the animals 
live and graze outside. Consumers want their food to come 
from places like Talbott Ranch, where 300 or so cattle are 
outside year-round, rotating through 4,000 acres of certified 
pasture land with access to natural shade and open shelter. 
“Public perception is that animals raised organically are in a 
more natural outdoor environment their whole lives,” Talbott 
explained, and continued to praise these new regulations for 
bringing organic more in line with consumer expectations. 

The organic livestock regulations already require that animals 
have year-round access to the outdoors with shade, shelter, 
exercise areas, fresh air, clean water, and sunlight. A new 
addition in the proposed rule would require that outdoor 
areas that include soil must have maximal vegetative cover 
appropriate for the season and region. Indoors, new shelter 
requirements would ensure that livestock have plenty of room 
to exhibit natural behavior, which specifically includes the 
ability to lie down, stand up, turn around, and stretch. Solid, 
comfortable bedding and resting areas must also be provided 
so animals can stay clean, dry, and free of lesions while resting 
indoors. 

The new rule wouldn’t drastically reshape the way CCOF’s 
livestock producers manage their animals. On the contrary, 
organic livestock farmers deeply care about the health and 
well-being of their animals, so for many of them, the practices 
outlined in this new rule are already inherent in their approach 
to farming.

Swine-Specific Standards
New rules specifically require pigs to be housed in a group 
except sows during farrowing and suckling, or boars and swine 
with documented aggression or recovering from illness. Piglets 
can’t be kept on flat decks or in cages, and rooting material 
must be provided except during farrowing and suckling. 

Thompson’s pigs at Rockside Ranch, for example, spend all but 
their first few days outside foraging through the forest. Many 
of CCOF’s members, like Thompson, already meet these new 
rules, so the biggest changes for them would be in regard to 
recordkeeping and documentation of their approved practices.
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Living Conditions for Poultry 
Instead of creating one set of standards for both mammals and 
poultry, the new regulations are separated out to better meet 
the unique needs and behaviors of the different species. 

Poultry are already required to have outdoor access, shade, 
shelter, exercise areas, fresh air, direct sunlight, clean water, 
and materials for dust bathing. The principle behind the 
new poultry standards is to encourage animals to engage in 
their natural behaviors. If implemented, the new rule would 
require that the outdoor space be at least 50 percent soil with 
maximum vegetative cover. The year-round outdoor access 
rule includes exceptions for temperatures under 40 degrees or 
over 90 degrees, for certain stages of animal life and health, 
for preserving water or soil quality, or for sorting for shipping 
or sales. 

Thompson’s management of layers and broilers at Rockside 
Ranch won’t be affected by these new standards. He sees this 
proposed update as getting “to the root of what the organic 
label is representing,” he said. “Consumers are more educated 
than ever on what they’re looking for and what they expect. 
Organic is a benchmark that they can trust and these updates 
help the industry match up with customers’ expectations.” 
Thompson’s flock of over 2,000 birds has access to pasture 
year-round, with trees for shade during the summer and the 
choice to be inside their winter canopy or outside in the snow 
during the coldest winter months. Thompson trusts that the 
animals can regulate their own temperature, regardless of the 
season. 

Indoor and Outdoor Requirements for 
Chickens 
Indoor and outdoor space requirements for chickens have been 
outlined, with guidance to come in the future for other avian 
species. Six inches of perch space per bird is required for layers. 
The specific indoor and outdoor stocking densities outlined in 
the rule are designed to encourage layers, pullets, and broilers 
to engage in their natural behaviors, including stretching their 
wings and standing normally.

Within the existing organic livestock regulations, poultry 
porches fall into a gray area that was open to interpretation 
as either indoor or outdoor space. Under the new rule, since 
porches don’t allow the animals to move freely into outdoor 
space, enclosed porches would be defined as indoors. Outdoors 
would be defined as any area outside an enclosed building or 
structure, including roofed areas that are not enclosed. CCOF 
has never certified an organic operation that uses porches and 
is pleased to see this clarification in the final rule. 

Organic livestock farmers deeply care about the health and well-
being of their animals, so for many of them, the practices outlined in 
this new rule are already inherent in their approach to farming.

New Definitions
Indoors or indoor space: The space inside of an 
enclosed building or housing structure available to 
livestock. Indoor space for avian species includes, but 
is not limited to mobile housing, aviary housing, slatted/
mesh floor housing, and floor litter housing.

Non-ambulatory: Livestock that cannot rise from a 
recumbent position or that cannot walk.

Outdoors or outdoor space: Any area outside an 
enclosed building or enclosed housing structure, 
including roofed areas that are not enclosed and 
floorless pasture pens.

Perch: A rod- or branch-type structure above the floor 
of the house that accommodates roosting, allowing 
birds to utilize vertical space in the house. 

Pullets: Female chickens being raised for egg 
production that have not yet started to lay eggs.

Ritual slaughter: Slaughtering in accordance with 
the ritual requirements of the Jewish faith or any 
other religious faith whereby the carotid arteries are 
simultaneously and instantaneously severed with a 
sharp instrument. 

Soil: The outermost layer of the earth comprised of 
minerals, water, air, organic matter, fungi, and bacteria 
in which plants may grow roots. 

Stocking density: The weight of animals on a given 
area or unit of land. 

Vegetation: Living plant matter that is anchored in the 
soil by roots and provides ground cover. 

Definitions of Prohibited Practices 
Beak trimming: The removal of the curved tip of the 
beak.

Caponization: The castration of chickens, turkeys, 
pheasants, and other avian species.

Cattle wattling: The surgical separation of two layers 
of the skin from the connective tissue along a two- to 
four-inch path on the dewlap, neck, or shoulders, used 
for ownership identification.

De-beaking: The removal of more than the beak tip.

De-snooding: The removal of the turkey snood. 

Dubbing: The removal of poultry combs and wattles.

Mulesing: The removal of skin from the buttocks of 
sheep. 

Toe clipping: The removal of the nail and distal joint of 
the back two toes of a male bird.
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Want to learn more? Visit www.ams.usda.gov/rules-regulations/
organic-livestock-and-poultry-practices for the final rule, fact 
sheets, and updates regarding implementation of the rule. 
Our policy team is working hard on trying to get the new 
rule implemented. Contact them at policy@ccof.org for more 
information. 

In addition to the specific space requirements, inside structures 
must have enough natural light so that a person can read and 
write without artificial light, and any artificial light may only be 
used for 16 hours per day. Rockside Ranch already far exceeds 
the proposed space requirements, as Thompson's chickens 
spend their lives outside.

An additional indoor regulation requires monthly monitoring 
of ammonia levels, which must be kept below 10 ppm. If levels 
exceed 10 ppm, practices must be implemented to reduce 
levels along with increased monitoring until levels drop below 
10 ppm. Ammonia levels must not exceed 25 ppm. For the 
most part, organic producers who have well-ventilated and 
well-maintained poultry houses will already be in compliance 
and will only need to add ammonia monitoring to their list of 
monthly recordkeeping tasks. 

Transport and Slaughter 
The final update in the new rule includes new guidelines about 
humane transportation and slaughter, starting with ensuring 
that all animals are fit for transportation and slaughter. If 
transportation times will exceed 12 hours, arrangements for 
water and organic feed must be made. These guidelines are 
well below the USDA 28-hour rule for transporting non-organic 
animals, and are in line with ensuring the health and welfare of 
organic livestock and poultry. 

Supporting Future Farmers
If the rule is implemented, allowances will be made for 4-H, FFA, 
and other youth activities that permit temporary confinement 
of up to one week prior to a fair or demonstration, through the 
event, and for up to a day after the animals have arrived home. 
The facilities where the activities are held would not have to 
be certified organic for the animals to retain certified status, 
so long as feed and other organic requirements are met. This 
exception aligns with the CCOF Foundation’s work to cultivate 
the next generation of organic farmers through its Future 
Organic Farmer Grant Fund. 

Moving Forward 
Originally published in January 2017, the final rule had 
undergone multiple rounds of public comment, was financially 
vetted, and was ready for implementation. Despite this 
comprehensive review of it, USDA failed to implement the 
rule on the anticipated date in May, and instead reopened the 
comment period, delaying implementation until November 14, 
2017. So far, over 11,500 comments have been submitted in the 
most recent comment period.

These proposed standards reflect over 14 years of discussion, 
feedback, and support from consumers, organic producers, 
and certifiers. To protect the widely supported rule, CCOF 
encouraged members to comment and directly email Secretary 
of Agriculture Sonny Perdue requesting that the proposed 
rule be implemented without further delay. At the end of April, 
334 certified organic beef, pork, dairy, and poultry producers 
representing approximately $1.95 billion in annual organic sales 
submitted a letter to the USDA urging them to accept the rule in 
its entirety. Large and small, organic operations widely support 
these new standards as essential to maintaining the quality 
standard that consumers expect from organic. 

CCOF has always required many of these standards of all 
its certified operations and supports making these rules 
applicable to all USDA certified producers. As one of the first 
organizations to call for more consistency in verifying that 
organic poultry have sufficient outdoor access, CCOF is pleased 
that, if implemented, these standards would bring clarity for 
consumers and ensure the health and welfare of all organic 
animals. 


