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What is Organic conversion? 
When you decide to become an organic producer, you submit your management plan (prepared by 

you or your organic adviser), IOFGA inspects you and then you get a conversion licence for two 

years.  During this period you must manage the holding in accordance with the organic rules but 

you cannot sell your produce as organic until the end of the conversion period.  So the conversion 

period is the period involved in the change over from being a conventional farmer/grower until 

you become a fully organic licence holder.  You will be inspected each year during this period and 

will also be subject to unannounced inspection.  

 

The ‘in-conversion’ period is also known as the transition period. 

 
How long does it take to convert land to organic status?  
Most arable, horticultural and grass-based farms will go through a 24-month conversion period 

when the land must be managed to full organic standards. IOFGA has on occasion increased the 

conversion period in cases where operators housing or farming activity are not in compliance with 

the organic standards. 

 

Horticulture, pig and poultry units may qualify for a reduced conversion period but the conversion 

period will never be less than 12 months.  

 
Do I have to convert all my land?  
You are not required to convert all land on a holding. However, the area must be large enough to 

be a viable production unit. 

 

If you are thinking of converting only part of the holding you will need to make sure that the 

organic area is physically financially and operationally separated from any non-organic land on 

the same holding by means of stock-proof fences or hedges, and you will need to maintain 

separate records, invoices and accounts. 

 

Please note that simultaneous land and livestock conversion requires all land and livestock on a 

production unit to be kept to full organic standards from the start of the conversion period. 
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What are 'prohibited inputs' under organic rules?  
Any materials other than those listed in the IOFGA Organic Food and Farming Standards in 

Ireland-Edition 1 January 2012 (which has a positive list of permitted and restricted inputs) 

should be regarded as prohibited unless you are sure.  

 

Prohibited inputs for land would include, for example, all synthetic fertilisers, herbicides and 

synthetic pesticides.  

 

Prohibited inputs for livestock would include, for instance, all organophosphate treatments, the 

unauthorised use of routine veterinary treatments (e.g. routine dry-cow therapy), and the 

unauthorised feeding of non-organic feedstuffs which may be contaminated with genetically 

modified (GM) material.  

 

Can I convert my existing herd of cows?  
Animals that are non-organic can never achieve organic status themselves - they can never be 

sold-on as organic. However, provided that non-organic cows undergo the appropriate conversion 

period they can produce organic progeny or milk. These 'non-organic' cows are often referred to - 

and traded - as Approved for Symbol Breeding Purposes (ASBP). 

 

To produce an organic calf, a cow must be managed to full organic standards - including feed and 

veterinary treatments - for at least three months before calving, after which the calf is born as 

organic on organic land. The calf must be raised to full organic standards throughout its life in 

order to be sold on as organic  

 

To produce organic milk a cow must be managed to full organic standards for at least six months 
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What is 'simultaneous conversion'? (Refer to Section 4.04 of IOFGA Standards) 
Simultaneous land and livestock conversion (Sim Con) is a development which allows more 

extensive (and less intensive) producers to convert their land and livestock enterprises to full 

organic status at a faster rate than traditional organic conversion procedures.  

 

Under the traditional conversion route land enters conversion for 24 months before cows undergo 

conversion to allow them to calve on organic land. So realistically it may be four years or so from 

the start of the conversion process before the first organic beef animal is ready for slaughter.  

The advantages of Sim Con are that beef calves that are born at least three months after the start 

of conversion, and which are kept to full organic standards throughout the conversion period, 

can qualify as fully organic once the land achieves full organic status after the 24 month 

conversion period.  

 

However there are significant rules that may make Sim Con difficult for all producers considering 

organic conversion. Under Sim Con rules all land and livestock on the production unit must be 

maintained to full organic standards from day one of the 24 month conversion period: this 

includes all land on the holding, all brought-in feeds, veterinary treatments, housing and so on.  

 

Please note that, as with other organic conversion procedures all existing non-organic 

livestock on the holding can never gain organic status themselves.  

 

What is fast track conversion?  
Sim Con is usually only of benefit if beef is a major enterprise on the farm. For a mainly dairy 

farm fast track conversion is another option.  

 

Fast track conversion starts in the same way as traditional conversion. The land is managed to 

full organic standards from day one, but to start with the cows are not under organic veterinary 

management or fed a fully organic feed.  

 

To produce organic milk a cow must have been managed to full organic health and welfare 

standards and fed to full organic standards for at least six months. In fast track conversion instead 

of waiting for the land to become organic before starting these periods they are completed towards 

the end of conversion. So, six months before the land becomes fully organic the cows should start 

to be managed to organic health standards and they should be fed to full organic standards.  

If fast track conversion is completed successfully then organic milk could be produced on the day 

that the land becomes organic.  
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What is the market for organic beef like?  
While there is a strong and growing demand for organic beef in Ireland and the UK, carcase 

quality and consistent supply are the key issues. As with any business it is essential to explore and 

secure a market before starting production.  The meat factories are not going to come to you for 

the beef, and because they kill a limited amount each week, you must plan in advance and book 

animals in to the factory well in advance (at least 6-8 weeks before you plan to sell, longer if 

selling in the autumn). 

 

Direct selling in Ireland has become a common feature for organic producers. It can be rewarding 

and individual producers can also organise their own marketing through farm shops, farmers 

markets, local butchers and local producer/co-operative groups. Other local possibilities might 

include local hotels, caterers and independent retailers. Access to organically-certified cutting and 

packaging facilities/services will most likely be required.  

 

Is there a market for organic stores?  
The market for organic stores is improving as the numbers of producers increase although 

emphasis should still be placed on rearing stock from start to finish wherever possible.  

 

Again, locating and securing buyers before setting up the enterprise is essential. Networking at 

local group meetings, farm walks, AGM’s etc is important when trying to establish link with other 

organic buyers and sellers.  The Irish Farmers Journal has a classified column dedicated to organic 

stock. 

 

The IOFGA website has a link for livestock sales and purchases www.iofga.org - this is a free 

internet based service available to all organic livestock producers. Livestock from the other 

certification bodies can also be listed on this website upon receipt by IOFGA of an organic 

licence confirming the status of stock for sale. 
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What is the market for organic milk like?  
The market for organic milk looks positive. There are a number of organic milk processors in 

Ireland. Please check www.iofga.org or contact us on the above number for more details. 

 

One of the key points to note, is that you have to be prepared to produce milk during the winter 

months, either by having your entire herd calving in the autumn or by having half calving in the 

spring and the rest in the autumn each year. It is well worth attending an organic dairy 

demonstration farm for more information. 

 

The most important thing for any farmer who is interested in conversion to organic production is 

to talk to an organic milk buyer before starting conversion.  

 

 

Can I have organic and non-organic cattle on my holding?  
Organic and non-organic stock of the same species cannot be present on the same holding or 

production unit - also known as the 'parallel production' rule.  

 

The definition of a “holding” used in organic standards is all the production units operated under a 

single management for the purpose of producing agricultural products.' So a holding with two 

suckler or dairy herds, where one herd is to be converted for organic production and one will 

remain non-organic, would have to satisfy IOFGA that they are physically, financially and 

operationally separate from each other and would need different herd numbers.  

 

Can I buy in non-organic store cattle for finishing on my organic 

unit?  
Due to the problems of 'parallel production', which means that you cannot have organic and non-

organic animals of the same species sharing land or housing, in most cases the answer will be no.  

 

Can I trade animals that are in 'simultaneous conversion'?  
The trading of livestock reared under simultaneous conversion (Sim Con) may take place between 

individual farms going through simultaneous conversion, or between organic and simultaneously 

converting farms. It is essential that full and accurate records are kept of all transactions by both 

parties involved. Livestock sales declarations and copies of the licence must be given to the buyer 

of any organic stock. 

 

Livestock reared for simultaneous conversion will not be eligible for organic sale until the 

original farm successfully reaches the end of its conversion period: in other words, the stock adopt 

the last conversion date of any land they have been on. Example, if farm one begins conversion on 

the 1
st
 January 2013, calf born on the farm on the 5

th
 March 2013, is sold to full symbol farm in 

September 2013, this animal cannot be sold as organic until after the first farm gets organic status, 

normally 1
st
 January 2015.  Or if the same calf was sold to a farm that began conversion on the 1

st
 

July 2013, the calf could then be sold as organic on the 1
st
 July 2015.  
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Do I have to use an organic bull?  
As long as the bull is kept to full organic standards while on the holding a non-organic bull can be 

used.  Therefore a bull from a conventional farm can be bought by an organic farmer. 

 

Artificial insemination (AI) is also permitted in organic production. However, heat 

synchronisation hormones would only be allowed in restricted individual cases and under 

veterinary advice. 

 

Can I buy in non-organic replacements?  
IOFGA‘s Organic Food and Farming Standards in Ireland Edition 1 January 2012 require 

producers to source organic livestock for breeding purposes in the first instance.   Where possible 

farms should breed their own female replacements. To assist in sourcing organic breeding cattle, 

stores and replacements, IOFGA have put in place a web site to help in the trading of organic 

stock. (see 'Is there a market for organic stores?' above).  

However, if producers are unable to source suitable organic replacements they are permitted to 

introduce up to a maximum of 10 % of the herd as non-organic adult female replacements on an 

annual basis, but must obtain permission from IOFGA first. They must also be brought in as 

'nulliparous' - or prior to first calving - and full records must be maintained.  

Any non-organic replacement heifers must undergo a 12-week conversion period before 

calving, so that calves can be born as organic. The non-organic heifers themselves never gain 

organic status, but are classified as ' Approved for Symbol Breeding Purposes (ASBP). 

In addition, for dairy replacements, they would have to go through the six month health and 

welfare and feed conversions before producing organic milk.  

The organic standards also state that for farm production units with less than 10 cattle a 

maximum replacement of one non-organic animal per year will be allowed.  
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A derogation (or permission) may be obtained from IOFGA to go above the 10 % maximum 

replacement limit and increase the replacement percentage by up to 40 % in the following 

specific cases: 

 When a major extension to the stock farm is undertaken. 

 When the breed is changed. 

 When a new livestock specialisation is developed (e.g. dairy sheep or breed 

specialisation).  

 

When breeds are in danger of being lost to farming.  Animals of those breeds may not necessary 

be nulliparous (heifers). 

(Note: Only rare breeds as defined specifically by DAF). 

 Rare breeds and pedigree stock, for stock breeding purposes only, may be purchased from 

specialist and pedigree sales, with IOFGA’s prior permission, if it can be proven that such animals 

are not available directly off a conventional farm.  

 

The organic standards also state that permission may be given to allow producers to bring in non-

organic livestock when a farm has suffered a catastrophe - e.g. high mortality rates caused by 

health problems.  

Permission to bring in non-organic livestock when a farm has suffered a catastrophe would only 

be considered in extreme cases and will be assessed on a case-by-case basis. Producers are still 

obliged to source organic livestock, where available.  

All non-organic replacement heifers must undergo the full 12-week conversion period before 

calving to enable calves to be born as organic, and the appropriate health and feed 

conversions before milk can be sold as organic. The heifers can never be sold-on as organic 

themselves.  
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My heifers are normally reared by another farmer is this a problem?  

Once converted breeding stock or organic stock that leaves your farm and go on to non-organic 

land they lose their organic status. Once you have converted to organic production you need to use 

organic replacements, either reared by yourself or on another organic farm.  

Is it possible to house animals in order to finish them?  

All organic livestock systems must be based on grazing but finishing beef cattle may take place in 

well-bedded, spacious sheds for a short period.  

Organic beef cattle cannot be housed for finishing for more than one fifth of their lifetime, with an 

absolute maximum of 3 months. This is in addition to any normal winter housing period. You 

must, of course, still comply with the full standards concerning veterinary treatments and feed.  

Horned cattle must be housed separately and given additional lying and feeding space.  

Do I have to use organic straw?  

Straw that is used for bedding does not have to be organic. If you are giving cows straw as part of 

their ration then this would need to be organic.  

Can I keep organic cows in a cubicle shed?  

Stalls or cubicles can be used for housing organic animals provided the cows have free access to 

them and each cubicle provides the recommended lying area i.e. cows require a cubicle of 3m
2
.  

Such a cubicle should measure at least 1.22m (4’) x 2.3 m (7 ½ ) All cubicles must be bedded. 

What happens if I cannot sell my animals as organic?  

With forward planning and correct marketing this should be a rare occurrence. However, if 

necessary you can sell through non-organic markets: All organic operators who intend to purchase 

organic animals offered for sale at conventional marts must ensure that they verify the organic 

status of such animals prior to final purchase.  It is emphasized that unlike the dedicated organic 

marts, the status of organic animals sold at conventional marts will not be verified by the organic 

certification bodies prior to the sales taking place, therefore, caveat emptor (let the buyer beware) 

to be observed.  

Animals can also be advertised on the IOFGA website www.iofga.org 
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What is the 120 day rule? 

Under certain circumstances IOFGA allows producers to bring non-organic stock from extensive 

systems on to organic holdings for grazing management purposes for up to 120 days per calendar 

year. You must show that there are no suitable organic animals available before bringing on non-

organic animals.  

Such bought-in stock must be managed according to the organic rules while on the farm. 

Brought in non-organic stock should not be of the same species as the organic stock: in other 

words, if a farm has an existing organic beef enterprise then non-organic beef cattle cannot be 

brought in at any time. 

Can I rear organic calves on a bucket/artificial teat system?  

Organic calves can be weaned at a minimum of 12 weeks of age and during this period the milk 

they are fed must be organic milk (fresh, dried whole milk or dried whole or skimmed milk and 

must be organically certified), ideally maternal milk.  (A product containing milk protein and 

vegetable oil made into a product to look like milk cannot be accepted as natural milk and cannot 

therefore be used in the first three months of life. While certain milk replacers on the market can 

be certified as organic they cannot be fed to stock in the first three months of life except in an 

emergence situation under veterinary advice for a maximum of 72 hours. 

Artificial teat rearing is preferred to bucket rearing. 

Because of the constraints on using milk replacer, if you are buying in calves to rear them on and 

you do not have a ready source of organic whole milk, you are advised to buy weaned calves. 

You may use individual pens for calves up to seven days old provided they can see and hear other 

calves and can get up, lie down and turn around without difficulty.  
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Can I still sell my calves through the local market?  

Yes, if no organic market is available for them you are permitted to sell livestock through 

conventional livestock outlets.   

Where can I buy animals?  

IOFGA organise dedicated livestock marts throughout Ireland. At the moment the following marts 

hold organic sales: 

 Drumshanbo, Co Leitrim 

 Ennistymon, Co Clare 

 Kilmallock Co Limerick 

 Roscommon, Co Roscommon 

 Newport Co. Tipperary 

 New Ross, Co. Wexford 

If you are unable to source organic replacement stock permission may be grated to buy 

conventional breeding heifers. Such animals may be procured from conventional sales with prior 

permission from IOFGA. 

You can never buy conventional cows.  
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Animal health 

What veterinary treatments can I use? Will there be longer 

withdrawal periods?  

Where effective, the organic standards recommend the use of homoeopathic and herbal 

preparations in preference to synthetic chemical medicines, such as antibiotics, anti-parasitic 

drugs, hormones, anti-inflammatory and analgesic drugs, and sedatives.  

However, the standards do permit the use of synthetic chemical medicines in order to avoid 

suffering and distress, and where homoeopathic and herbal preparations would not be effective.  

Under organic livestock management preventative husbandry and management practices must be 

introduced to avoid and minimise pest and disease problems - and reliance on chemical treatments.  

So if you have a sick animal you may treat with conventional veterinary products under 

veterinary supervision.  Please note that there will be an extended meat and milk withdrawal 

period on any products used.   In general the withdrawal period must be double, except for 

mastitis treatments where the withdrawal period must be trebled.   Where no withdrawal 

period is specified, a 48 hour withdrawal period should be adhered to.  Where the product 

has a zero withdrawal period, no withdrawal period is required. In some cases a trebling of 

the withdrawal period may be required, please refer to the Standards document for more 

detailed information. 

Full records of all treatments must be kept and made available at inspection.   
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I've been told that I will have to submit an animal health plan - what 

is it?  

In organic livestock systems the prevention of pest and disease problems and high levels of 

management and husbandry is the key.  The Animal health plan is submitted as part of the 

application process and must be updated annually. This plan is incorporated into the application 

form you will be completing.  

By producing a plan, the farmer is able to demonstrate that they are aware of what will be required 

of them under the organic standards in terms of livestock health management. The plan should: 

 Identify all significant potential livestock pest and disease problems you might face 

 Outline how you intend to prevent their occurrence 

 Outline what treatments will be used should they occur and  

 Identify how you intend to improve overall herd-health and reduce reliance on 

veterinary treatments.  

Producers are strongly advised to get advice from their veterinary surgeon in developing the 

plan, although this is not a formal requirement.  

 
Will stock lose organic status if treated more than two times in a 

year?  
 

Under the organic standards any organic animal for meat production which receives more than one 

course of antibiotics in a 12 months period will lose its full organic status.  In the case of milk 

production, if the cow receives more than two treatments for mastitis within a 12 month period, 

she will have to be culled from the herd.  This does not affect the status of any other animals on 

the farm. 

Producers should note that one ‘treatment’ would be considered as the full course of treatments 

required to cure the animal of that specific ailment.  Also other treatments, including 

vaccinations, parasite treatments (such as wormers and external parasite dips or pour-ons) and 

compulsory eradication orders are excluded from this rule.  

Organic withdrawal periods must be observed and full records of all treatments must be 

kept and made available at inspection. 
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If routine worming is not allowed, how can I control worms?  

The control of internal worms can be achieved through good livestock management practices.  

Recommended methods of internal parasite control include: 

 Control of intestinal worms by grazing management and pasture rotation (understanding 

and observing the life-cycle of the parasite) 

 Ensuring grazing priority for 'clean' or 'safe' pastures is given to youngstock 

 Rotating cattle with other livestock and forage areas 

 Control of internal worms by breeding for, and the use of, breeds of stock with 

resistance to infection; 

 Control of lungworm by allowing suckled calves to develop natural immunity by 

grazing grass with their dams 

 Sowing new pastures and making use of 'clean' hay and silage aftermaths.  

 

Under organic standards if individual animals become infected and show clinical symptoms then 

producers can use certain wormers (anthelmintics) to treat these individual animals.  

In most instances wormers from the benzimadazole or levamisole groups will be suitable. 

Permission may be granted to use avermectin products only if evidence of need is demonstrated - 

for example, resistance to other wormers is present.  

As avermectin products leave residues in the faeces that can affect soil micro-organisms they 

should only be used when absolutely necessary. Consult with your vet to select the right 

wormer for the job.  

Organic withdrawal periods must be observed and full records of all treatments must be 

kept and made available at inspection. Your certification body should be able to supply you 

with a veterinary record sheet.  
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My clean grazing system has failed and I need to treat the whole 

herd. What can I do?  

If the clean grazing system breaks down and individual animals become infected (showing clinical 

symptoms) then producers are permitted to use certain wormers to treat these individual animals.  

Permission may be granted to use avermectin products if evidence of need is demonstrated - for 

example, resistance to other wormers. Consult with your vet to select the right wormer for the 

job.  

If a significant number of animals require treatment, the use of wormers on a whole-herd basis 

may be allowed by your certification body as part of an agreed parasite reduction plan. You will 

be required to get veterinary advice and evidence to support the treatment, such as faecal egg 

counts or blood analysis results.  

In such cases a parasite reduction programme must be developed with your vet. This should 

identify improvements to existing practices to reduce or, wherever possible, eliminate the presence 

of unacceptable worm infestations.  

Organic withdrawal periods must be observed and full records of all treatments must be 

kept and made available at inspection. 

 

Can I use vaccines?  
Vaccines can be used where there is a known disease risk on a farm - or neighbouring farm - 

which cannot be controlled by any other means.  

A vaccination programme should be developed as part of the animal health plan, following advice 

from your vet.  

Single vaccines are preferred, unless a multiple problem exists. The development of natural 

immunity should never be discouraged.  

Permission from IOFGA must be obtained before introducing a vaccination programme.  
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Is there anything I can do for hoof problems?  

Good husbandry and management is the key to preventing foot problems. Careful and thorough 

trimming of the infected hoof in conjunction with use of iodine, zinc sulphate or copper sulphate 

foot baths is recommended.  

The use of terramycin aerosol for spot-treatment of individual animals may be permitted as 

part of your animal health plan. Permission should be obtained prior to spot treatment of 

anything other than individual animals.  

Organic withdrawal periods must be observed and full records of all treatments must be 

kept. 

 

What do I do if I have mastitis problems? 
The recommended treatment for mastitis include: 

 Frequent stripping of the affected quarter 

 Cold water treatments 

 Licensed herbal udder creams  

 Homoeopathic treatments  

 

Antibiotics can be used in clinical cases where no other treatment would be effective. 

 

Can I use dry cow therapy? 
The use of dry cow therapy as a preventative treatment on your whole herd is prohibited under 

the organic standards. If you have an individual animal that requires dry cow therapy then it can 

be used. Individual animals could be identified based on lactation period, somatic cell count 

recordings, mastitis incidence and bacteriology during the previous lactation and cow 

characteristics (bag size, teat condition, age of the cow, earlier mastitis history etc.). If dry cow 

therapy is used organic withdrawal periods must be observed. 

 

Teat sealants and teat plugs at drying off should be considered to prevent infection in the first two 

weeks. Orbeseal can be used on organic farms and has no withdrawal period. 
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How do I control flies?  
Keeping cattle clean and providing shade are important in fly-control. Preventative measures are 

always encouraged but any problems must always be attended to right away.  

In problem areas, products containing deltamethrin (such as Spot On or Butox) are permitted for 

control of head flies and the destruction of maggots.  

If fly control products such as pyrethroids are used on organic dairy cows and where the 

withdrawal period is not specified then a 48 hour withdrawal period must be observed.  

Iodine and Stockholm tar can be used to treat minor attacks and for discouraging further problems. 

Organic withdrawal periods must be observed and full records of all treatments must be kept and 

made available at inspection.  Organophosphate (OP) products are prohibited. 

 

Are there any rules regarding the transport and slaughter of organic 

animals?  
For full details you should consult the IOFGA Organic Standards. The use of local abattoirs is 

recommended to minimise travelling times. If animals need to be fed during transport, or have a 

waiting period of longer than 12 hours at the abattoir, they must be fed to full organic standards.  

If meat is to be marketed as organic, the animals must be slaughtered and butchered by 

operators who are mentioned on your organic licence. 
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Grassland productivity 

 

How do I maintain grassland productivity? 
 

Nitrogen-fixing legumes, such as clover, are very important for maintaining productivity in 

organic leys.  

White clover is common in organic grazing leys at populations of 30-50% of the total sward. 

Where there will be no impact on species-rich pastures, permanent pastures can be improved by 

careful management. By applying approved liming materials to raise the pH to a minimum 5.8-

6.3 and ensuring adequate phosphate and potash levels, native species of grass can be 

established or encouraged that are more palatable to stock. Wild clover species also favour these 

conditions and can spread rapidly. Cutting for hay or silage will also help improvement where this 

is possible.  

In some instances over-sowing with clover, or a complete re-seeding where leys are grown as 

part of a rotation, will be appropriate. The most successful approach is to over-sow white clover 

seed in March to September, following a tight cut or mob grazing of the sward with sheep. Clover 

seed is then broadcast and either lightly harrowed and rolled, or heavily stocked with sheep. 

Strip/slot-seeding or sod-seeding with appropriate clover species for the area is also an option.  

Organic leys can vary widely in their species diversity. Natural and semi-natural grassland can 

provide valuable grazing, with good levels of minerals and trace elements. Improved permanent 

pastures are also valuable and can provide good levels of productivity. Short-term ley mixtures 

will vary in their species content depending on requirements and regional and climatic factors. 

Red clover and Italian ryegrass mixes are commonly used for short-term forage conservation, 

particularly within rotations on mixed farms. Emphasis should also be put on the strategic use of 

properly composted farm yard manure.  

New leys can go in spring or early autumn, depending on the rotation.  

Ploughing or grassland-improvements in areas of conservation value that effect the biodiversity of 

species rich grassland is prohibited. 

What is the best seed mix for organic production?  

Traditional 'organic' leys included a mixture of perennial ryegrasses, Timothy, Meadow 

Fescue, Cocksfoot, white clovers and herbs to increase diversity, production and resistance to 

disease.  Under the organic standards producers are required to source certified organic seed, 

where available. Currently 60% of the seed in any grass mix is usually available.  Where organic 

seed is not available or not suitable, non-organic undressed seed can be used with permission by 

sending in a seed derogation form to IOFGA. Derogations must also be submitted for seeds which 

contain a % organic and non-organic seed. 
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Can I use any fertilisers to improve the grass production?  

It is fundamentally important that the use of rotation (where appropriate), the encouragement of 

clover in the sward, and the appropriate application and incorporation of composted farm 

yard manure (FYM) and slurry are seen as the primary tools in maintaining grassland 

fertility. Any other inputs should be seen as supplements to the system - and not substitutes. 

Inputs should only be called upon when absolutely necessary in the event of key deficiencies.  

There are a number of permitted fertilisers that can be used to correct identified deficiencies. 

These include natural rock phosphate and ground limestone, for example. Certain other fertilisers, 

such as natural rock potash and key trace elements, are for restricted use only and justification 

for use is required.  

Any request for the use of restricted fertilisers must be accompanied with recent soil, forage or 

blood analysis results and full details of how the producer intends to avoid future reliance on the 

product.  

Where possible, fields cut for silage should be rotated to prevent depletion of nutrients. Where this 

is not possible adequate amounts of manures and permitted fertilisers should be applied to 

maintain fertility.  

Artificial fertilisers, including ammonium nitrate and urea, are not permitted.  

If using slag please ensure basiC slag is used. The product basiK slag is prohibited in organic 

farming. 
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How are perennial weeds, such as thistles and docks, controlled?  

As all herbicides are prohibited in organic systems, weed control must be achieved by 

management practices and mechanical methods.  

Practices such as a good and varied rotation with mixed winter and spring sown crops, sub-

soiling and improved drainage, improving overall fertility levels, raising the pH, preventing over-

grazing and, where appropriate, repeated cultivations all have their place in making life 

uncomfortable for key weed species. Don't underestimate the benefits of mixed grazing systems.  

Creeping thistle thrives in fertile, undergrazed pasture but does not survive long on silage land. 

Repeated topping just before and during flowering in June - certainly before seed set - and again in 

August should eventually control the problem on permanent pastures.  

Do not top or cut too early in the season, or too soon before flowering, as this will simply 

encourage root development and creeping.  

Docks are the most difficult weed to control in an organic system. A dense, well managed sward 

will minimise infestation since seedling docks are poor competitors. However, bare soil patches 

caused by poaching or over-grazing will enable docks to rapidly germinate and establish. Avoid 

poaching, soil compaction and the over-use of slurry. An effective topping regime to prevent 

seeding will reduce minor problems in the long-term.  

In the case of severe infestations, and where rotations can be applied, a bastard fallow with 

repeated cultivations to bring the tap root to the surface may be necessary in early-mid summer.  

Under the standards all herbicide use is prohibited, including spot-spraying or weed-wiping.  

Can I have too much clover?  

Provided that the seed mix is correct when sown the clover will not normally get out of balance. 

You need a balance of clover seeds and grass seeds, as the clover produces the nitrogen to grow 

the grass, but the grass produces most of the bulk to feed the stock. 
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What about bloat?  

It is a common misconception that bloat is a problem in organic systems. Once the system is 

established, organic animals seldom suffer from bloat. However, common-sense preventative 

management practices should still be taken.  

Animals should be introduced to clover-rich swards gradually and should not be let out onto 

clover-rich swards on an empty stomach. Fibre in the form of straw, hay or big bale silage should 

be fed beforehand - or ad lib - to make sure they don't gorge themselves on clover. A 

homoeopathic treatment, colchium, can be added to water troughs every day to prevent bloat. 

Always keep an eye on stock that have recently been put into fields with a high clover content, 

especially following wet weather. 

Where an animal does suffer, a treatment such as poloxalene or a vegetable oil can be 

administered.  This can be introduced into the water-trough, too.  

Can I use silage additives?  

Silage additives should only be necessary in seasons where wilting is difficult or for late cut 

silage where sugar levels are low. Molasses, bacterial and enzyme additives are acceptable in 

such cases. Good wilting and the higher soluble carbohydrate levels in organic swards will 

normally ensure a good fermentation.  

The use of acid silage additives are restricted, and allowed in cases of extreme weather 

conditions only. Approval will be given on a case-by-case basis by IOFGA. 

Enzyme additives derived from genetically modified (GM) organisms are prohibited.  

Can I feed crimped grain?  

The crimping of moist grain and pulses using propionic, lactic, acetic and formic acids is allowed 

for preservation of moist ensiled grain only.  

Will I still be able to get two cuts of silage?  
Grass production may be lower on an organic unit but this will be partly compensated for by 

higher dry matter levels. Hay and silage making may be a week or two later than usual, but one 

cut is normal on organic grassland, except for red clover based swards where two cuts are normal 

and with careful management and favourable conditions, a third cut can sometimes be made.  
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What dry matter yields can be expected?  

Advances in the development of new white clover-ley mixes mean that dry matter (DM) yields 

of up to 10-12 tonnes/ha can be expected from the highest quality white clover leys. And modern 

high-yielding short-term red clover ley mixes can provide annual yields of 13-15 t/ha DM.  In 

older swards, a yield of 6-8 tonnes/ha DM is more normal.  In upland situations yields will depend 

on the nature of the grass and local climate but careful management improvements made over time 

can be made to encourage clover growth, where appropriate. 
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Livestock productivity 

Do I have to use 100 % organic feed?  

Yes.  

For all ruminants, a minimum of 60 % of the DMI must either be fresh green food or unmilled 

forage grown to organic standard and produced from the holding or linked holdings. This means 

that systems reliant on high levels of concentrate, such as barley-beef or high-concentrate feed 

regimes for finishing, are not suitable.  

Up to 30 % of the feed formula of rations on average may comprise in-conversion feedingstuffs. 

When the in-conversion feedingstuffs come from a unit of the holding itself, this percentage may 

be increased to 100 %.  

Up to 20 % of the total average amount of feedingstuffs fed to the livestock may originate from 

the grazing or harvesting of permanent pastures or perennial forage parcels in their first year of 

conversion, provided that they are part of the holding itself and have not been part of an organic 

production unit of that holding in the last five years. When both in-conversion feedingstuffs and 

feedingstuffs from parcels in their first year of conversion are being used, the total combined 

percentage of such feedingstuffs shall not exceed the maximum percentages fixed in the first and 

second paragraphs. 

These figures shall be calculated annually as a percentage of the dry matter of feedingstuffs of 

agricultural origin. 

 

Where can I get organic concentrates?  

Organic feed is fairly widely available from most local co-op’s.  Many organic tillage farmers also 

sell organic grain directly to other organic farmers. Please refer to the IOFGA website or contact 

the office for further details. 

All concentrate feeds and blends fed to organic stock must be approved - or certified. Such 

certification includes an assurance that they do not contain GM materials or other prohibited 

materials, which the feed manufacturer will have verified as part of their own certification process.  
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Manure management 

 

Do I need slurry storage facilities?  

Storage capacity must exceed that capacity required for the longest period of the year during 

which application is either inappropriate or prohibited. In other words, organic producers 

should have capacity for at least 16 weeks of slurry storage over the winter period, depending on 

your nitrate zone. 

I have heard that there are limits on manure application to land?  

A stocking rate equivalent to 170kg N/ha can be made per year, over the entire holding. For most 

producers this should not be of concern.   

Organic producers can establish links with other holdings and enterprises so that, where excess 

manures are produced on one holding, the manure may be transferred and spread to another 

holding(s) where the 170 kg N/ha limit had not yet been met.  This applies to poultry units mainly. 

Excess manure cannot be transferred to non-organic holdings.  

What government grants are available?  

The following schemes are available to farmers undertaking conversion to organic production: 

Organic Farming Scheme: Proposed payments are €220/ha/year for first 60ha for the two year in-

conversion period.   Once full symbol payment was €170/ha/year for first 60ha  

Grant Aid for the Development of the Organic Sector – 40% grant aid available for new 

specialised equipment required for organic farming and for new buildings or adaptation of existing 

buildings. 

 

Useful contact numbers 

IOFGA – 090 64 33680 

Organic Unit Department of Agriculture and Food 053 9163400. 
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