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2. Introduction

2.1 SCOPE
There are many different definitions of food processing.
Organic certifiers have several categories that cover
non primary agriculture, including processor, food
preparer, handler, broker (or importer/exporter) and
distributor, but there is no consistent methodology
used to categorize operators into a particular category
across certifiers.

Food processors add value, create domestic jobs,
infrastructure and high-value markets for primary
producers. Without local food processors, agricultural
products become commodities sold on international
markets.
Although food processors are the economic engines
that drive development of the entire food sector, little
is known about the organic processed food industry in
Canada. With no comprehensive process for collecting
information, data relevant to Canada’s organic sector
can be difficult to find. Bits and pieces of uncollated
data are there for those with the time to seek them out.
In this report, we undertake a comprehensive scan
of existing data sources and conduct interviews with
organic food processors for each food type. Information
sources include corporate websites, online media
and data collected by the Canada Organic Trade
Association (COTA), Agriculture and Agri-Food Canada
(AAFC), Statistics Canada, organic certifiers, and
mainstream food commodity groups. We had access
to professional reports through AAFC, including Mintel
and Euromonitor databases and to Nielsen data through
COTA. See Appendix 4 for a description of these data
sources. These reports generally restrict their scope
to organic packaged food and beverage products sold
at retail. We did not have access to professional data
related to the size of the organic alcoholic beverages
market. Where data were unavailable, we estimated
market size using available metrics. Information for the
processor profiles was gleaned from various sources
including interviews, corporate websites and published
media stories.

In this report, we cover only value-added food and
beverages destined for the human food system.
Livestock feed, pet food, and natural health products
are not covered and the middle men and women who
buy and sell organic products are also excluded. The
report primarily covers organic foods and beverages
sold at retail, but it is not restricted to retail products.
Farmers who develop value-added food products
sold at a farmer’s market may be included if they are
considered a processor by their certifier or have been
issued a packaging and labelling certificate. Most “light”
processing activities such as seed, fruit or vegetable
cleaning, are not covered. This still leaves gray areas
and we have arbitrarily chosen to include some, but not
others. For instance, coffee roasters are included as are
maple syrup processors if they are brand owners. Those
selling bulk products to brand owners are not. Meat
processing represents a particular challenge because
meat is usually processed, sometimes by several
different operators (slaughter and further cutting) on
a custom basis for the brand owner, although it can
also be marketed by the owner of the processing plant.
Co- and custom processing present similar challenges.
Processed fish and seafood products are covered
by this report provided that they are destined for the
human food market even though these are not currently
included under the Organic Product Regulations. When
the Safe Food for Canadians Act comes into force,
these foods will be included as organic.
Ownership is another thorny issue. Since we want to
examine the health of the Canadian organic food processing sector, the report targets operators that process and sell value-added food in Canada. Internationally owned companies are included if they manufacture
organic food products in Canada.
See Appendix 1 for a list of products covered in this
report.
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2.2 ORGANIC FOOD PROCESSING DRIVEN
BY CONSUMER DEMAND

Figure 2.1 Percentage of people globally who avoid
specific food ingredients or attributes

Consumers around the globe are raising the bar for
all food manufacturers to improve transparency and to
clean up labels and supply chains, but organic food
processors are expected to show leadership. Success
in the marketplace depends on a processor’s ability to
develop consistent and safe products with extended
shelf life that taste and look good while meeting the
stringent requirements of organic standards. All of
this must be achieved without the use of artificial
preservatives, colours or high levels of sugar and salt.
According to the Nielsen 2016 Ingredients and Dining-Out Trends report, artificial is out. “Consumers are
intent on removing the bad and adding the good. Consumers are adopting a back-to-basics mind-set, focusing on simple ingredients and fewer processed foods.”
More than half of the people interviewed by Nielsen
said they avoid artificial ingredients, hormones or antibiotics, genetically modified organisms (GMOs) and
bisphenol A (BPA). Close to 70% of global consumers
agree strongly or somewhat strongly that foods without artificial ingredients are always healthful and 61%
of North Americans believe that foods with fewer ingredients are healthier. The most reviled ingredients
globally include artificial flavours, preservatives (62%
for each) and colours (61%) (Figure 2.1). The top 5 ingredients most avoided by North American consumers
are shown in Table 2.1.
The payoff for food processors who can deliver the kind
of food that consumers want to eat can be significant.
Two-thirds of global consumers told Nielsen that they
are more than willing to pay top dollar for foods made
the way they want them (i.e. simple ingredients without
artificial additives and GMOs).
Consumers are beginning to care not just about what
is in their food, but also about how the food is made.
According to Innova Market Insights (2016), top trends
for 2017 include demands that supply chains be
transparent, environmentally friendly as well as animal
welfare friendly.

Source: Nielsen, 2016
Table 2.1 Top 5 ingredients avoided by North American consumers from The Nielsen Global Health Survey

1

Monosodium glutamate (MSG)

2
3
4
5

Antibiotics or hormones in animal products
Artificial sweeteners
Artificial preservatives
Packaging containing Bisphenal A (BPA)

Source: Nielsen, 2016
During the same time frame as the Nielsen study,
organic product sales in the U.S. grew 13%. Products
with free-from claims including hormone or antibiotic
free (22%), GMO-free (12%) and natural (8%) also
grew, demonstrating that consumers are walking the
walk. U.S. products with other absence claims such
as “contains no artificial flavours”, high-fructose corn
syrup or MSG also grew over the same time period, but
at a lower rate (2-5%).
Consumer food choices are not driven purely by whimsy.
Data from European and U.S. sources suggest that
rates of chronic diseases and food allergies are on the
rise. Food allergies in children rose by 50% between
1997 and 2011 (Jackson et al., 2013). Some 15 million
Americans and 17 million Europeans now suffer from
food allergies.
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2.3 ORGANIC STANDARDS
The Permitted Substances List (PSL, CAN/CGSB32.311-2015, amended March 2018) of the Canadian
Organic Standards (COS) spells out the additives and
processing aids allowed in organic, but the COS contains little detail on allowable methods for organic food
processing.
The bar is set high for the addition of new food additives
and processing aids to the COS. Some Canadian
organic food processors argue that U.S. competitors
have a competitive advantage due to a much larger list
of allowable processing substances. Considerations
for adding food additives and processing aids to the
COS include necessity (is the substance needed
for safety, to correct nutrient deficiencies, required
by regulation or is it needed for a technological
requirement such as filtration, colouring or flavouring?).
Origin and mode of extraction are also considered.
The substance should be found in nature and must
be produced using physical, enzymatic or microbial
processes or by chemical processes that do not alter
the substance’s chemical structure. Organic sources
are preferred. Synthetic versions can be considered
only if non-synthetic forms do not exist. And finally,
impacts on human health, consumer perception
and product quality must be considered. The COS
also includes a negative list which bans the use of
certain substances and practices, including genetic
modification, sewage sludge, ionizing radiation,
cloned animals, nanotechnology, pesticides, etc.

2.4 SURVEY METHODOLOGY
A survey with 50 questions (Appendix 3) covering
topics such as ownership, types of food products,
number of employees, sales and marketing strategies,
distribution methods, challenges related to organic
processing, ingredient sourcing, access to equipment
and technology and other aspects of the business
model, was distributed online through COTA’s
membership. Due to low participation and a desire
to cover a wide variety of food products and a wide
geographical area, a decision was made to switch to a
more targeted approach in which we called companies
to undertake telephone surveys utilizing the same
questionnaire. Some companies were also interviewed
in person. Forty-three companies were surveyed.

10 |ORGANIC FOOD PROCESSING IN CANADA

3.Sector snapshot

3.2 SALES

Globally in 2017, there were 69.8 M ha (172.5 M ac) of
organic and transitional agricultural land, roughly 1.4%
of the total global land base, Willer and Lernoud, 2019).
According to the same report by IFOAM and FiBL,
there were at least 2.9 M organic producers globally
in 2017. The rate of conversion of the global land base
to organic from 1999 to 2017 is shown in Figure 3.1.

In 2017, global sales of organic products reached $97
B U.S. (Willer and Lernoud, 2019). The U.S. organic
market accounts for more than half of global sales at
$52.5 B U.S. in 2018 (OTA, 2019), 5.7% of the total U.S.
market. Organic food and beverage sales were worth
$47.9 B U.S., up 5.9% from the previous year (Figure
3.2, Organic Trade Association, 2018). The European
market was worth $39.6 B U.S. in 2016 (Willer and
Lernoud, 2019). Sales of primary agriculture products
dominate in all key organic markets, but sales of valueadded products are on the rise (Figure 3.3).

Figure 3.1 Growth in organic land area (ha) and organic
share of agricultural land 1999-2017

Figure 3.2 Growth of the U.S. market for organic food
and drink 2008-2017, $U.S., billions

Source: Data from Willer and Lernoud, 2019

Source: Data from Organic Trade Association, 2018

3.1 ORGANIC PRODUCTION

According to the Canada Organic Trade Association
(COTA, 2018a), there were 4800 organic producers
managing 3.2 million acres of organic land in Canada in 2017. Between 2011 and 2016, organic farmland
increased by 45%. As a percentage of total agricultural land, Canada’s organically managed land remains
small at 2.2% (Statistics Canada, 2016). However,
organic farms in Canada are expanding, while the
total number of farms continues to decline. Between
2011 and 2016, the number of farms declined by 5.5%
while the number of organic farms increased by 4.1%
(COTA, 2018a). Organic farmers tend to be younger
than the national average. According to Statistics Canada’s 2016 Census of Agriculture, the average age of
Canadian farmers is 55, with only 9.1% under the age
of 35. This percentage rises to 14.6% on organic farms.

Canada ranks 6th globally in organic sales by value
with total organic sales of $5.4 B (COTA, 2018b). COTA
estimated year over year growth at 8.7% in 2017.
Organic food and beverage sales were valued at $4.4
B (COTA, 2018b). Organic sales represented 2.6% of
total pre-packaged grocery sales in Canada in 2017, up
from 1.7% in 2012 (COTA, 2018b). The organic share
of the total market for each of the major food categories
is shown in Table 3.1. Canada ranks 10th in the world
in per capita consumption of organic food in 2017 at
roughly $132 per person (Willer and Lernoud, 2019).
In this report, we estimate the value of processed
organic foods and beverages sold in Canadian retail to
be worth $2.5 B. COTA has estimated Canadian sales
in Food Services channels to be worth $555 M in 2018.
COTA (report to be published in 2019) estimated the
value of organic food and beverage use by the food
services industry (fast food, restaurants, institutional
settings, etc.) to be worth $555 million in 2017, with
74% ($409 M) of the value coming from organic food
sales and 26% ($146 M) from organic beverage sales.
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Table 3.1 Organic share of total market by category,
2012 and 2017
Product Category

2012

2017

Pre-packaged grocery products

1.6%

2.2%

Fresh fruit

3.4%

5.2%

Fresh vegetables

2.6%

4.5%

Fresh Meat, poultry and seafood

0.01%

0.7%

1.7%

2.6%

Total mainstream organic sales
Source: COTA, 2018b

Two-thirds of Canadians purchased organic products
on a weekly basis in 2017 (COTA, 2018b), up 10 points
from 56% in 2016. The Canadian Organic Market
Report (COTA, 2018b) also showed a steady increase
in the recognition of and trust in the Canada Organic
logo with close to half of respondents considering the
organic brand to be trustworthy, up 9% from 2016.
Eighty percent of organic shoppers purchase organic
products through mainstream retail channels, 39%
through mass retailers, 24% from natural food stores,
23% through direct farmer channels, 10% at drug
stores, and 4% make organic purchases on-line
(COTA, 2018b).
Canada ranks 10th in the world in terms of per capita
consumption of organic food (Willer and Lernoud,
2018). The priorities for Canadians who purchase
organic foods include unprocessed fruits and
vegetables followed by dairy. The average Canadian
organic shopper spends $27 more per week than the
average non-organic shopper (COTA, 2018b).
The target market for organic foods is youth - primarily
the millennials who spend more on organic food than any
other age cohort (Table 3.2 and Figure 3.3). COTA has
also noted that ethnic shoppers are more likely to buy
organic foods than non-ethnic groups (COTA, 2018b)
and that shoppers in the $25,000 to $55,000 income
category are just as likely to purchase organic food as
those earning over $100,000 annually (COTA, 2016).
Table 3.2 Canada’s top weekly organic buyers, 2017
Buyer Profile

Percentage

Millennials

83

University Graduates

78

Families

72

Men

69

Source: COTA, 2017b

Figure 3.3 Percentage of organic consumers amongst
recent age cohorts in the U.S. in 2016

Source: Data from Organic Trade Association, 2016
The top five organic packaged food segments by
value in Canada in 2017 were: dairy ($377.6 M),
baked products ($228.4 M), ready meals ($192.3 M),
breakfast cereals ($132.3 M) and baby food ($68.0 M)
(Euromonitor International, 2018). The top five fastest
growing organic packaged food segments from 20112016 were: confectionery (43.6%), baby food (40.9%),
dairy (36.1%), sweet biscuits, snack bars and fruit
snacks (32.3%) and spread (31.0%). The five top
company shares in 2017 were: Luigi Lavazza SpA
(Kicking Horse coffee, 7%), Saputo (Dairyland, 6.3%),
Danone Groupe (Earthbound Farm and Stonyfield
Farm, 4.9%, Nature’s Path Foods Inc. (Nature’s
Path, 4.7%) and Organic Meadow Inc. (Organic The
Canadian organic beverage category, excluding dairy
beverages was worth $779.0 M in 2017 (Euromonitor
International, 2018 and Nielsen/COTA, 2017). Organic
coffee sales were worth $334.8 M, organic soft drink
sales were $148.0 M, fruit and vegetable drinks were
$147.2 and organic tea sales were $86.8 M. Top
performers in terms of growth between 2011 and 2016
were: fruit/herbal tea (122.1%), green tea (71.6%), fresh
coffee (54.3%) and black tea (30.8%). Many beverage
companies rank highly in overall market share in the
organic packaged food category. The Kicking Horse
Coffee brand owned by Luigi Lavazza SpA has a 7.0%
share, Keurig Green Mountain with its Van Houtte brand
has a 3.3% share, while David’s Tea has a 2.5% share.
Meadow, 4.4%). Private label and artisanal products
represent a high market share of the organic packaged
food category with 11.0% and 5.6% respectively
(Euromonitor International, 2016). Growth in the
Canadian organic processed food sector lags that in
the U.S. and is fastest in Alberta and British Columbia.
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3.3 FOOD PROCESSING
Globally, there were 87,711 organic food and beverage
processors, with the U.S., Italy and Germany leading
the pack (Figure 3.4). Canada ranks eighth with 1,865
handlers (COTA, 2018b). Numbers include food and
animal feed handlers, seed cleaners, importers and
exporters as well as food processors. We identified
1118 organic processors manufacturing valueadded food products for the human food market that
meet our definition of food processing (Appendix 1).
Figure 3.4 Top 10 countries by number of organic food
handlers

Figure 3.6 Top 10 countries with the highest number of
new organic food product (or reformulations/rebrands)
introductions, at December 31, 2018

Source: Mintel, 2019

3.4 REGIONAL ANALYSIS
Nationwide, the hot markets for organic foods are
Alberta, British Columbia, Ontario, and Quebec and
they are concentrated primarily in the major centres
of Vancouver, Toronto, Montreal, Ottawa, Calgary and
Edmonton.
Source: Willer and Lernoud, 2019
The number of processed organic food and beverage
products introduced to the Canadian market has been
escalating in recent years. Figure 3.4 shows the number
of new products introduced to the Canadian market in
a 20 month period ending September 2018 for the top
10 products (Mintel, 2018). During this relatively short
period of time, there were 160 new introductions (or
reformulations/rebrands) of organic snacks and 153
new sauces and seasonings.
Figure 3.5 Top 10 food and beverage categories with
the largest number of new organic product introductions
in the Canadian retail market Jan. 2017 - Sept. 2018

Source: Mintel, 2019

The lion’s share of organic food processing businesses
are based in Ontario, Quebec and British Columbia
(red bars Figure 3.7). Not surprisingly, the type of food
processed in a region reflects the ingredients grown
in that region. Prairie food processors often have a
grain focus, while the majority of the New Brunswick
organic businesses are maple syrup processors. Multiingredient packaged organic food products are most
likely to be manufactured in QC, ON and BC (Figure 3.7).
Figure 3.7 Regional distribution of Canadian organic
food processors
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The main types of food processing are highlighted in
the section below for each of the major organic food
processing regions of the country.

Prairie region
Figure 3.9 Key food processing types in Alberta
Alberta had 53 organic food
processors in 2018 processing
a diverse mix of foods with
grain-based foods as the
leading type

British Columbia and Yukon
According to a 2016 report on the economic impact
of food processing in BC, there were 1100 food and
beverage processing companies in the province (BC
Food Processors Association, 2016). There are 228
companies that process organic food according to our
definition (Figure 3.8, Appendix 1). This represents
about 21% of the food processors counted by the
Association, although it is likely that our definitions
of food processing differ. BC has the third largest
concentration of organic food processors in the
country after QC and ON (Figure 3.8). The most
common type of organic food manufactured in this
province is beverages (61); many of which are coffee
roasters (24) and tea blenders (18) (Figure 3.8).
Grains are the next most dominant type of processing
with 45 processors (including bakeries, grain mills,
breakfast cereals, tofu and rice processing), followed
by snacks (29) and fruit and vegetable processors
(20). BC has one of the highest concentrations of
organic oil pressing facilities with 13. The province
has 19 organic meat processors, 10 of which are
federal facilities. Two of the processors have two
separate facilities. BC also has a very healthy organic
dairy sector compared to other provinces with twelve
processors. Yukon has three organic food processors.
Figure 3.8 Key food processing types in BC

Figure
3.10
Key
processing
types
Saskatchewan

food
in

Saskatchewan had 35 organic
food processors in 2018,
representing close to 12% of
total processing. The sector is
dominated by companies that
process grains and oilseeds.
Figure
3.11
Key
food
processing types in Manitoba
Manitoba had 32 organic food
processors in 2018. More than
half (21) of the processors
produce products from grains
and oilseeds.

Ontario
Ontario has the second largest number of organic food
processors after Quebec with 298 with a diverse mix of
food processing types (Figure 3.12). Beverages are the
largest category with 84 processors, followed by grains
(73), snacks (28), dairy (26) and fruits and vegetables
(23). Ontario leads the country with the most organic
dairy, beverage, grain and ingredients (12) processors.
Figure 3.12 Key food processing types in Ontario
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Quebec

3.5 IMPORTS AND EXPORTS

Quebec has 435 organic food processors and a
diverse mix of food processing types (Figure 3.13).
Unlike in other provinces, retailers that sell organic
foods prepared in-store are generally classified as food
preparers in Quebec. These retailers are included in
this report as food processors. Many of the processors
are also farm-based businesses that process products
such as maple syrup, grains and meat for direct or
retail sale. In this report we include only the farmbased organic maple operations that sell syrup in
containers under 5 L or other maple products direct
to consumer or retail. In 2017, there were 195 farm
maple operations meeting this definition, along with
32 non-farm processors, making maple the largest
organic processing type in the province. Grain (71) and
beverage (70) processing numbers were similar.

Canada was the first country to begin tracking imports of
organic foods through Commodity Harmonized Import
Codes beginning in 2007. Although new codes are
added on a regular basis, most organic imports remain
untracked. In 2018, Canada tracked 92 HS codes,
including 17 export codes and 75 import codes. Figure
3.15 shows import data for the processed foods and fruits
and vegetables that are tracked through HS codes as of
the end of December 2018 (Statistics Canada, 2019).

Figure 3.13 Key food processing types in Quebec

Atlantic Canada
There are 34 organic food processors in Atlantic
Canada with 20 in New Brunswick, 11 in Nova Scotia,
3 in PEI and none in Newfoundland and Labrador
(Figure 3.14). The majority of the organic processors
in the region, primarily in New Brunswick, are maple
syrup processors (15).
Figure 3.14 Key food processing types in Atlantic
Canada

The value of tracked organic imports increased by
43% or $219.4 million between 2013 and 2018, reaching a total value of $724.4 million in 2018. Note that the
number of HS codes are increased over this period.
Imports by province in 2018 include: Ontario ($338.7
M), British Columbia ($215.7 M), Quebec ($82.2 M),
Alberta ($73.9 M), Manitoba ($7.5 M), Saskatchewan
($3.4 M), New Brunswick ($2.4 M), and Nova Scotia
($0.6 M). It is important to note that imported food is
not necessarily used or resold in the importing province. Once it is brought into the country, it moves between warehouses across provincial boundaries.
In 2018, the U.S. accounted for 50% of all organic imports ($338.7 M). Other top import destinations and
percentage of total imports were: Mexico ($99.7 M,
13.7%), Peru ($48.7 M, 6.7%) Colombia ($29.9, M,
4.1%), and Ecuador ( $29.2 M, 4.0%). The heavy representation by Central and South Amercan countries
likely reflects the fact that many of the import codes
are for fruits and vegetables. It is anticipated that import growth will continue to increase as market demand is projected to continue to increase faster than
domestic production.
Unprocessed raw foods such as fruits, vegetables and
raw coffee beans lead organic imports, but this may
simply be because there are more organic HS codes
for unprocessed products.
Just over $277 M of the organic imports tracked in
2018 were processed products. Imports from the U.S.
accounted for roughly half of the value of processed
organic food products. Of the tracked value-added
imported products, coffee tops the list at $136.3 M
(Figure 3.15). Seven percent of the coffee beans
coming into Canada are already processed (roasted)
with the remainder roasted in Canada. After coffee,
olive oil is the largest tracked processed food import
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at $40.2. Imports of organic tomato sauce were worth
$29.3 M, organic tea imports were $26.5 M, organic
salad mixes were $25.3 M, and baby carrots were
valued at $18.0 M.

Is organic food better for you?

Figure 3.15 Value of processed organic food imports to
Canada from all countries in the year ending December 2018, $CAD

Over the years, a number of meta-analyses have been
done on this topic, with variable results. Most studies
reveal significant differences between organic and
conventional foods in terms of chemical contamination.
On the other hand, most of the studies did not reveal
differences in levels of macronutrients in conventionally
versus organic grown foods. Some of studies have
shown differences in the levels of phynutrients between
the two production systems.

Source: Statistics Canada, 2019

A 2014 meta-analysis examined 343 peer-reviewed
publications comparing differences in composition of
organic and nonorganic foods (Baranski, et al. 2014).
The frequency of occurence of pesticide residues was
four times higher in conventional than in organic foods.
Conventional foods also showed significantly higher
concentrations of the toxic metal cadmium. There was
also some evidence of enhanced levels of healthpromoting substances such as antioxidants in organic
foods. A 2015 review of the science by FiBL (Bickle
and Rossier, 2015) points out that there are also cases
where organic performs more poorly than conventional
such as in the case of lower protein levels in Swiss
wheat varieties.

The total value of the 17 tracked organic HS export
codes was $383.9 M at the end of 2018 (Statistics
Canada, 2018), down 17% from the previous year.
The top destination for Canadian organic exports was
the U.S. with 22% of the value of exports. Germany
was second at 8%, followed by China at 7%. All but
two of the export HS codes were for raw commodities.
Tracked organic processed foods include organic maple syrup, worth $62.2 M, up 14% from 2017, roasted
coffee worth $36.2 M, down 10% from the previous
year. We were able to obtain 2018 export values for
several more processed organic foods from the USDA
Foreign Agricultural Service, including honey ($1.1 M
U.S.), frozen blueberries ($3.5 M U.S.) and flaxseed
oil ($2.4 M U.S.). Note that values reflect exports only
from Canada to the U.S.

3.6 CONSUMER DYNAMICS
Consumers of organic food have convincingly
demonstrated that they are willing to pay more for
organic foods. However, surveys have shown great
variability between consumers in terms of their
underlying motivations. Some consumers focus on
what organic is not, i.e. free from pesticides, products
of genetic engineering (GE), growth hormones, etc.,
while others prioritize environmental and animal welfare
attributes. A third group of consumers is focussed on
the value proposition of the organic food itself, i.e.
better taste, better for you.

