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Summary from the IPM-Organic Roundtable 
4-H Conference Center, Chevy Chase, MD 

Nov 7-8, 2012 
 

Sponsors: Northeastern IPM Center and Red Tomato 
 
A gathering of thinkers, researchers & organizers from business, non-profit and govt 
worlds, all with roots in the organic and integrated pest management communities, spent 
24 hours exchanging ideas, vision and concerns. We came together based on a shared 
desire to explore how increased understanding and collaboration between IPM and 
Organic can help to address the huge challenges facing agriculture and food production. 
 
The notes below summarize the discussion around: Common Interests, 
Concerns/Issues, Observations, Future Possibilities, Next Steps, and Resources.   
 
The meeting was structured around a pre-meeting survey (see appendix) and an opening 
discussion to share concerns, perceptions of each other, and hopes.  From there, a set of 
questions was developed to focus on common goals, ending with agreement on next steps.  
 
The summary below reflects the range of comments and discussion over the two days and 
does not necessarily indicate agreement within the group on all points.  
 
Common Interests 

 Historians would say that IPM and Organic spring from same historical roots as 
management systems to get us away from excessive reliance on pesticides and 
promote an awareness of monitoring. Paths diverged in several different ways, and 
yet they’ve never been totally isolated. 

 Organic and IPM both depend on a knowledge-based approach and are both all 
about science (ie: scouting, biology, accurate identification.)We can benefit from the 
same research and science. An example of research that applies to both IPM and 
Organic is sulfur dust, the #1 cause of injury to farm workers in CA. We want to find 
alternative production practices and reduce sulfur tonnage.  

 The environmental cost of production agriculture and the case for feeding the world 
sustainably is a common thread. We need to transcend Organic and IPM because 
issues like runoff and floods are washing out two feet of topsoil and creating a Dead 
Zone in the Gulf. 

 IPM and Organic have both contributed to diversity of production systems on the 
ground. Diversity makes us more resilient. 

 IPM and Organic are both continuums; organic is more narrowly defined, but both 
approaches are influenced by the perspective of the participants and have 
differences within. Both are systems with a strong impulse toward continuous 
improvement.   

 Both IPM and Organic need to get better at getting our message out.  To 
conventional ag messages like “Get big or get out” and “Better living through 
chemistry,” we’ve been unable to respond with equivalent passion and clarity.  

 Cover crops are a success story for both IPM and organic.   
 Pollinator protection is a huge priority for both. 
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 There’s a lot of IPM and Organic knowledge not being accessed. 
 

Concerns/Issues 
 Specific practices and pesticides differ between the two systems 
 Concern about 300+ ecolabels and cannibalization of organic; we’ll water down 

what we’re doing. 
 Levels of respectability differ, for example, in the land grant system IPM is more 

supported. Biotech and IPM have more respect at LGUs than organic, still, although 
this has improved. 

 Market awareness and appreciation differ: organic is known more at the consumer 
level, IPM at wholesaler level. IPM is integrated into larger programs and is behind 
the scenes. 

 The elephants in the room that we’re not grappling with: scientific distinctions 
about synthetics, and GMOs. Lack of science basis to synthetic vs. natural inputs.  
Long term, mined P not sustainable, maybe 100 years left. Synthetic life is already in 
food chain.  Synthetic vanilla threatens thousands of family farmers in Madagascar. 
Blacklisting of scientists who publish negative findings about GMO. 

 IPM is a tweak on conventional. You can do just a little IPM and still call yourself 
IPM. The definition of an IPM grower is fuzzy and there is skepticism about whether 
IPM is actually leading to pesticide reduction overall. IPM adoption has gone way up 
and pesticide use has at the same time. 

 There is no enforcement protocol for IPM. 
 Deep concern that IPM is being co-opted by large-scale agriculture—that DOW, 

Monsanto, BASF, and Syngenta may be defining what IPM is. That may vary from 
grain production to specialty crops. 

 A lot of things that have happened in the past 20 yrs have been scale-enabling, (not 
scale-neutral) in terms of allowing agriculture to get bigger: GMOs, use of 
herbicides. Scale is huge issue. 

 Organic has broader scope than pests.  Organic shows that it is possible to farm and 
be profitable without GMOs, synthetics, etc.  

 Organic is not the last train station, there is labor, water, energy.  Organic has moved 
too far in the direction of cordoning itself off from other philosophies.  

 Need more funds for research for organic systems. Transitioning services for new 
organic growers have been prioritized, but we could tap into Carbon credits. 

 
Observations 

 IPM and organic contribute to the vision of sustainability, yet neither one 
completely satisfies that vision: they’re circles within the big circle.  

 Organic uses less energy than conventional, and also sequesters more Carbon.  IPM 
is moving toward reduced energy use. Reducing energy use is critical for GHG 
reduction and addressing climate change. 

 Major commitment is being made to using cropping systems to improve resistance 
to drought.  

 Farmers are worried about being able to obtain seeds that are not trademarked. 
We've privatized plant breeding and lost incentives for pest resistance. 
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 It’s important for companies to have good ecological products available to the 
customer. Customers are pushing for companies not necessarily to be organic but to 
be sustainable. 

 There are fundamental differences between Organic and IPM as they are practiced, 
and that can be polarizing; however, on an individual basis, or when it comes down 
to the farm, that’s where things work out well with a hybridized system.  

 The starting point for pesticide use in general has become more wholistic over time; 
monitoring and improving are already the standards. We need to create larger 
standards (ie: Leonardo/ANSI and others). 

 We’re most interested in the health of the worker and what’s best for the land. This 
concept is over the heads of consumers; they care about what watchdogs say. 

 Vulnerability of supply:  Are we vulnerable?  Globally, no.  Regionally, extremely.  
There is not enough local supply; what is food security? 

 IPM brings the ability to speak and draw in medium-sized growers to 
conversations/relationships who otherwise would not be drawn into organic. 

 Local agriculture is not at the table and has virtually no funding.  Local has a large 
stakeholder group, but is more of a conventional production system.  We need to 
bring that voice in. Local has advocates and markets but no public funding, not a 
production system like organic  and IPM. 

 Big bucks lie in row crops, which use Round-up, not IPM, and are “married” to their 
pesticide supplier. 

 Perhaps IPM doesn’t need to follow the organic model in terms of adoption.  But if 
you don’t have a market for those additional crops, why implement it?  It’s a simple 
agronomic system, but there are constraints to implementing. 

 The circular firing squad (self criticism) helps no one; aim criticism at better 
farming. 

 We need to help the end user understand the different kinds of contributions that 
IPM and Organic are making. Consumers think organic means ‘no pesticides,’  

 How we practice democracy (who controls the strings) is connected to how we 
practice agriculture. 

 The marketplace is a limited tool for driving change; for organic right now, the 
market keeps growing but production lags behind.  

 We simply don’t value ecosystem services, and until we do, that’s going to continue 
to be a problem. Need to value ecosystem services and externalized costs, e.g., water 

 Farmers should get more money if buyers are asking for more. 
 In the “Looking south” initiative, we look to geographic south for ideas on cultivars 

that can tolerate warm temperatures and early spring freezes. Aseptic Modeling 
doesn’t get at what grower concerns are.  

 We are also vulnerable to having fewer ideas about what to do as Cooperative 
Extension and others continue to lose funding. 

 Foundations want us to synergize. Witness the Organic Farming Research 
Foundation’s contract 15 yrs ago to analyze SARE for organic appropriateness. 

 The social and economic aspects of family and rural community tend to get lost, and 
have to be part of the agenda.  

 Organic is a marketing label that is only valuable if integrity is maintained, but it 
also needs to evolve—the rest of agriculture is slowly moving in this direction, 
organic is the trailblazer.  
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Future possibilities 

 Identify constraints to agriculture that we need to address, e.g., externalizing 
environmental costs. Prioritize these. 

 Communicate priorities to the community of private and public sector funders, and 
funders who fund research, education, implementation.  

 We need more bridging where we share transcendent practices in a learning circle, 
such as cover crops (cocktails). At New York’s Expo and Fruit & Vegetable Meetings, 
they pack the room with conventional farmers who are interested in cover cropping 
and soil health. 

 Look to Tri-Societies for assistance, and offer something to them. When the 
American Society of Agronomy, Crop Science Society of America, and Soil Science 
Society of America meet, we could make it a place for joint IPM-Organic panels, 
getting an overlap of attendees and offering training. An organic subgroup of the tri-
societies, started 12 years ago, has just been formalized. 

 Each time we have an educational opportunity (as presenters), we could ask 
whether there’s someone from the other community to go with you. 

 There’s a need for us to educate funders and policy people; we have a lot of great 
information and solutions that are almost in the can. 

 An eXtension CoP (Community of Practice) might be a way to bring this group 
together. eXtension, conferences might be other avenues 

 Conservation programs have incredibly weak IPM standards (595); solving this 
could result in hundreds of millions of dollars saved?of reduced-risk pest 
management practices. 

 Funders should give preferential treatment to projects that cross over 
(IPM/Organic); provide incentives like Northeastern IPM Center and OREI are doing 

 We could have an “IPM and Organic” session or track at the International IPM 
Symposium, Salt Lake City, 2015 

 Has there ever been a formal alliance between Organic and IPM? Frank Zalom 
authored a book 15 years ago. 

 Regarding specialty crops, changing the name at the Federal level makes a 
difference (“minor” crops vs. “specialty” crops).  

 Look at the National IPM Roadmap, regional IPM priorities. 
 

Resources/references 
 Look to the Sustainable Ag Food System Funders, a consortium of 90 foundations 
 Paper coming out from Nell Newman Foundation on state of food systems 

organizers/trainers 
 Corporate foundations, like United Natural Foods, consist of visionaries getting 

strategic. Whole Foods has three foundations that leverage the company’s 
resources; McCain has 2 foundations; and Organic Valley has Farmers Advocating 
for Organics (FAFO; run by CROPP, the Cooperative Regions of Organic Producer 
Pools). They will pay someone to orchestrate. 

 Refer to Peter Senge’s Learning Journey (very diverse groups meeting and allowing 
lots of time to achieve the goal of not just seeing something different, but seeing 
each other. Sustainable Food Labs is good at Learning Journeys.) 
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Next Steps  
 
1. Form an IPM-Organic Working Group with a national scope to continue 
collaboration and discussion 
A proposal will be put together; it may make sense apply to all Regional IPM Centers. 
Several others expressed interest in getting involved.  
 
Related ideas:  We could ask attendees to suggest knowledgeable people (experienced 
Organic and Generalist IPM) who might be members; will need farmers, organic inspectors, 
Organic and IPM stakeholders. 
 
Likely task of working group:  
1. Meta analysis of regional and national organic and IPM priorities. Overlay and analyze 
for alignment the National Organic Research Agenda (perhaps involve the task force that’s 
creating a list of priorities); the National IPM Roadmap; and Regional IPM Priorities. Are 
there new priorities that haven’t been documented yet? E.g., “Ecological processes for 
managing the brown marmorated stink bug.” Consider adding state Extension priorities. 
 
2. Joint review/updating of research priorities at 30,000 ft and ground level: Pull together 
the National Organic Research Agenda, USDA IPM Roadmap, Regional IPM priorities.  What 
are the alignments?  NOP is also developing a national research priority list. Get the right 
group; Research, education, extension and implementation priorities, possibly include 
landcare, structural,  
 
2. Develop a sharing/communication strategy for ongoing collaboration; internally 
and outside us. 
The Northeastern IPM Center listserv was volunteered, which was already in existence, for 
this group plus those who were invited but couldn’t come. 

Others may be added to the listserv via “negative declaration” (when we’re approached 
by a person wishing to be on the listserv, we ask existing listserv members for objections; if 
there are none, we add the new member). 

A brief summary of this meeting will be sent out to the people on the listserv. 
Participants will be given the opportunity to comment on the accuracy of the summary. 
After that, if all are comfortable, it is okay to share the summary and list of participants 
with other colleagues.  

Media coverage might come next—please hold off for now, and we’ll see if the summary 
is suitable as a more public document or whether we need to draft something separate. 
 
3. Obtain the history of organic agriculture commissioned by the Economic Research 
Service.  
Garth Youngberg wrote a history of Organic—from the Organic Research Plan, to LISA 
(Low Input Sustainable Agriculture), to SARE. It’s waiting to be published. Attendees will 
follow up on this. 
 
4. Identify top constraints to the kind of agriculture we are looking for and what it 
would take to address those constraints, including political, social, cultural, and 
economic. 
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This task fell between “do now” and “do later.” Suggestion: Look at alignment first, 
constraints later. 

 It was suggested that more attendees would be willing to help if greater efforts were 
made to understand what is keeping practices from being adopted.  

 Consult the USDA Office of Chief Economist and the Nell Newman Fund white paper 
about food policy organizing and training. 

Identify constraints to the kind of agriculture we need (internalize environmental costs), 
prioritize, budget in farm bill and elsewhere. 
 
Other Actions—Later 
Look at NRCS required practices such as 595 and align them more closely with organic 
production 

 Related issue is training technical service providers for organic transition. 
 Attendees expressed interest in working on this in the future. 

 
Communicate priorities for research  

 Convey priorities and constraints to NIFA so they can be incorporated into Requests 
For Applications 

 “Pay to play” –make a presentation for the Sustainable Agriculture and Food 
Systems Funders at their annual meeting. 

 
Who was missing from the room? People to include in the future 

 Farmers 
 Big Producers 
 Historians  
 Younger folks, 20s and 30s, who are part of the “food revolution.” Enthusiastic 

farmers; students 
 The Philanthropic community; foundations, family/private funders, Mega funders 
 Marketing/communication/Messaging experts, especially social media  
 Farm worker health advocates 
 Political organizers (if you don’t organize, you won’t get the attention you need from 

USDA 
 People of color 
 Local/regional food producers, Local advocates 
 Input industry, Landcare, structural 
 Social, water, energy experts 
 NRCS, RAFI 


