June 11, 2009 - Background to The Organic Council of Ontario’s Position on Turkeys

#1 Some farmers want to let their birds outside.  Some consumers prefer to buy the poultry products produced from these farms.  The rule imposed by Turkey Farmers of Ontario, which requires that all turkeys must be housed under a solid roof 1 prevents farmers from producing certified organic turkey 2.  We are asking the Minister of Agriculture to intervene and instruct TFO to change the rule to require only that “all feed and water must be kept under a solid roof”.  This small change would allow certified organic producers to grow the supply of organic turkey and to supply consumer demand within the system.

· OCO has tried unsuccessfully to work within regulatory framework to challenge the rule, including direct appeals to TFO Board of Directors, the Agriculture, Food and Rural Affairs Appeal Tribunal, and the Farm Products Marketing Commission.

· Every other jurisdiction in North America allows turkeys to be raised in accordance with organic principles

· In Ontario, broilers, laying hens, ducks and geese, are all allowed outside access to outdoors.  Turkey flocks of under 50 birds are allowed to be raised outside.  The TFO rule directly impacts only two quota holding turkey producers who together would produce 1400 of Ontario’s 6 million turkeys.  The rule effectively prevents the growth of the organic supply and will cause the market demand in Ontario, to be filled from other provinces or the U.S., or it will drive all organic production into the totally unregulated    < 50 bird category.

· Ontario consumers want organic turkey.  They want it to be grown in Ontario.

· The solution proposed by OCO would bring Ontario’s rules into line with Quebec, which is the most restrictive of any North American jurisdiction.

#2 The Turkey Farmers of Ontario, in denying farmers the ability to comply with the Canadian Organic Standard, has failed in its mandate to adequately represent all producers and to respond to the needs of the market.

· There are only 186 licensed, quota holders for turkey production in Ontario, producing 63,000,000 kg. of turkey each year (45% of Canada’s total production)

· On average, each of Ontario’s turkey producers has over 30,000 birds. 3
· Almost all of this production is in total confinement.  The birds never go outside.  This is the industry standard.

· The Board of TFO is composed exclusively of mainstream, total confinement producers.

· The scale of operations, and style of facilities within the mainstream industry, make it impractical to respond to the preference of some consumers for birds raised outdoors.

· The National Poultry Boards, of which TFO is a member, have a declared agenda that all poultry production be moved to total confinement. 4
· The voice of the minority of producers who choose to operate an alternative model has not been respected in the imposition of the present rule.

· The Organic Council of Ontario supports a strong supply managed farm sector, which can only be sustained if the Boards who govern the system are responsive to changes in consumer preference and allow producers to respond to special, differentiated markets.

· The solution proposed by OCO will allow certified organic turkey production, in compliance with the Canadian Organic Standard, to flourish within the present quota system.

#3)The threat of Avian Influenza is not a credible justification for TFO’s insistence that birds be kept inside.
· there is no reliable evidence linking outdoor husbandry to outbreaks of Highly Pathogenic Avian Influenza, in fact, all the outbreaks to date have occurred in confinement systems.

· experts in the field of epidemiology say that the supposed link between wild birds and the spread of HPAI is “highly conjectural”5
· The TFO rule eliminating outside access does not apply to non-quota turkeys or to laying hens, broilers or other domestic fowl.  It will govern less than 1% of the poultry raised outdoors in Ontario, so the effect in terms of mitigation of risk will be insignificant.

· The TFO rule, because it applies only to quota holders, will drive organic production into the <50 bird, unregulated category.  This will multiply the number of unregulated sites and increase (by TFO’s definition) the risk of HPAI.

· If there is credible science demonstrating that letting poultry outside represents a threat to public health, it should be presented to OMAFRA who can then legislate to restrict all outdoor production.  OCO does not believe that a substantial scientific case can be made for such restrictions.

· The solution proposed by OCO is a reasonable mitigation of risk, comparable to the most rigorous restrictions in other provinces and in the US.

Notes
1)   paragraph 10 (a):TFO Regulations:

 “all outdoor enclosures are covered by a solid roof and have walls of either solid construction or wire mesh having openings no more than 2.5 cm.”
2)   see:  CGSB: 32.310,  6.8.1  “The operator of an organic livestock operation shall establish and maintain; a) access to outdoors, shelter, rotational pasture, exercise areas, fresh air, and natural daylight suitable to the species, its stage of production, the climate and environment.”
   and:  6.8.11.1 b)
 “poultry shall be reared in open-range conditions and have free access to pasture, open air runs, waterways and other areas, subject to the species, weather, parasites, predators and ground conditions, and, whenever possible shall have such access for at least one third of their life.”
3)   TFO website
4)   Canadian Turkey Marketing Agency,  Annual General Meeting : March 2006.
5)   Evidence presented at OMAFRA Appeals Tribunal Nov. 5, 2008;  Dr. David Waltner-Toews,  Dep’t of Population Medicine, Ontario Veterinary College, University of Guelph.
