Ms. Michelle Arsenault

National Organic Standards Board

USDA-AMS-NOP

1400 Independence Avenue, SW

Room 2648-So, Ag Stop 0268

Washington, DC 20250-0268

Docket: AMS-NOP-12-0070
RE: Crops Subcommittee – Tetracycline

Dear Ms. Arsenault:

Thank you very much for this opportunity to provide comment on the National Organic Standards Board (NOSB) Crops Subcommittee Proposal on tetracycline. The subcommittee is proposing to remove the existing expiration date of October 21, 2014 and replace that with a new expiration date of October 21, 2016. This proposal will have profound implications for organic producers of both apples and pears in the control of fire blight.

CF Fresh, Inc. is a well known and respected organic sales agent with 20 years of experience marketing organic tree fruit grown in Washington, Oregon and California.  Organic apples and pears are the core of our business.  We do not market any conventionally grown fruit; all our produce comes from certified organic growers.  We have been certified organic by OTCO since 1994.  In 2012, we represented US growers with over 3000 combined acres of organic apples and pears. We work for organic growers of all sizes, from 4 acres to 400 acres, who rely on us to sell their harvests and generate the income that supports their families and their commitment to organic agriculture and sustainable farming.  In 2012, we returned $9.8M to our US apple and pear growers from the sale of their delicious, wholesome organic fruit.  
As longstanding, engaged members of the organic community, CF Fresh emphatically agrees with the organic sector as a whole on the ultimate goal of phasing out the use of antibiotics in apple and pear production. Great strides have been made towards the development of a non-antibiotic approach to controlling fire blight in organic apple and pear production and success is on the horizon.  However, growers simply do not yet have access to sufficiently tested, proven, and commercially available alternatives to eliminate antibiotics in 2014.  

We therefore strongly support the passage of an extension on the sunset date for tetracycline.  A premature transition to non-antibiotic alternatives that are not proven to be consistently effective will undermine the sustainability of organic apple and pear production. The sunset time frame must allow for both the commercial availability of effective tools and the grower education and experience necessary to make them work, thus keeping orchards in organic production and ensuring availability of US grown organic fruits. 

Sophisticated disease prediction models based on site-specific weather data are used by growers to determine the level of fire blight risk in particular orchards each year.  In addition, cultural control practices and biological control materials provide organic growers with additional layers of protection against infection, but these measures are not always effective. Growers rely on access to NOSB approved antibiotic products to prevent fire blight infection and avoid the potentially devastating loss of productive acreage.  

The importance of antibiotic controls for this devastating disease is difficult to overstate.  Fire blight does not cause trees to "die back"; it causes them to die, and quickly.  It does not respect orchard boundaries or property lines, and is easily spread by insects and rain.  It does not infect just a few trees; it spreads across acres and acres of orchards.  Trees cannot be "cured" of fire blight, except by a bulldozer and a bonfire.  Protecting against infection - using antibiotics when needed to augment cultural practices - is critical.  
This is not a debate about substances used to grow prettier or larger fruit, to increase storage life, or for the convenience of organic growers; it's about the actual life of the trees, and by extension, the livelihood of growers and workers, their families and communities.   

In a 2012 organic grower survey, 93% of growers said they would reduce organic apple or pear acreage - or return to conventional practices entirely - if antibiotics were disallowed in organic production before proven, consistent alternatives were available. The potential risk of losing entire orchards, representing years of work and many thousands of dollars in invested costs, to fire blight  is simply too high a risk for growers to bear.  The continued success of certified organic apple and pear production relies on growers having access to the tools they need.  
Driving organic growers back to conventional methods by prematurely eliminating antibiotics (if their orchards are threatened with fire blight, most growers would choose to use the antibiotics and lose their organic status rather than lose their orchards) will not reduce the amount of antibiotics used in US fruit production.  Instead, it will hobble efforts to develop non-antibiotics alternatives that can eventually be used by all producers, conventional and organic.   
The very real potential for increases in the use of conventional pesticides, fertilizers and antibiotics (which are used with greater frequency on conventional orchards) if organic orchards revert to conventional methods is an environmentally irresponsible risk to take.  Proven and minimally problematic controls are currently available, but effective alternatives to antibiotics are still under development and cannot be credibly considered as viable replacements at this time.
In closing, CF Fresh, Inc. thanks the National Organic Standards Board for the opportunity to comment and for your commitment to ensuring the integrity and sustainability of organic agriculture for all who depend upon it.
Respectfully submitted,
Addie Pobst

Sustainability, Organic Integrity, and Food Safety 

CF Fresh, Inc.

