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And congratulations! You’re about to join an exceptional grassroots network 
of farmers and beekeepers committed to the highest standards for ecological 
food production.

Certified Naturally Grown is different from other certifications because we 
rely on peer-review inspections and the active engagement of farmers and 
other community stakeholders. This approach is called a Participatory Guar-
antee System (PGS) and places a high value on continuous learning, direct 
relationships, participation, transparency, shared vision, and trust.

The PGS model is embraced by tens of thousands of farmers worldwide, and
encouraged by leading organic advocacy groups in Europe, South America,
Asia and Africa. Certified Naturally Grown is proud to be part of this global 
movement of community-based ecological farming, and to support our 
members throughout North America.

CNG was founded by farmers in New York’s mid-Hudson Valley in 2002. It
started as a regional program, but today our network spans 47 states and
four Canadian provinces. We are delighted you’ll join us. 

This handbook contains important guidance to help you complete your certi-
fication and maintain it for years to come. Please feel free to reach out if you 
have any questions. We’ll be happy to hear from you. 

Alice Varon, Executive Director
May 2022

Cover photo from River Queen Greens, LA

Welcome



For vegetables, fruit, flowers, ​microgreens, sprouts, ​herbs, 
hemp,​ nursery plants,​ hay and maple syrup

For ruminants, pigs, poultry, eggs and dairy

For honey, propolis and pollen

For indoor and outdoor mushroom operations

For produce from systems that integrate fish and plants

Applying for Certification
Producers may apply for certification at any time of year. CNG production 
standards for each certification type can be found by clicking the icons 
(pictured above) at CNGfarming.org/certifications. 

Applications are typically completed online. Get started at CNGfarming.org/join. 
Dues are not required until  after an application has been accepted. Paper 
applications are available to those without internet access. 

Applicants should answer all questions fully and provide as much detail as 
possible. They can expect a response within ten days. If the application is 
accepted, and the farmer completes the certification process, their farm is 
granted a public profile on the CNG website. 

Foster Brady Farm, GA

Certification Types

http://CNGfarming.org/certifications
http://CNGfarming.org/join


Get more details and links to forms at CNGfarming.org/requirements.

There are three core requirements, plus a work requirement
 to be completed annually.

The Annual 
Re-certification Cycle

During the growing season                                                        
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All CNG members have agreed to conduct 
an inspection of another CNG operation (of 
the same type) annually. Alternatively, new 

members are encouraged to observe an 
inspection, to learn the ropes.  More at 

CNGfarming.org/observe_first

3. Get Inspected

4. Work Requirement

Receive Your Certificate
We’ll mail it once the three core 

requirements have been met.

Invitation to Re-Certify
Members in good standing 

will be invited to renew their 
certification for the 

coming year.

January

Arrange a visit by another 
producer familiar with your type of 

operation. 

1. Pay Dues
Do this online with a credit  

card, or mail a check.

at CNGfarming.org/dec
2. Sign Declaration

BOTH DUE BY 2/28

http://CNGfarming.org/requirements
http://CNGfarming.org/observe_first
http://CNGfarming.org/dec
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1. Pay Certification Dues
We recommend $200, $250, $300 or more per year, but members have the 
option to pay less. We offer several payment plans to make it easier to cover 
the recommended amount in monthly installments. There’s no extra charge 
for multiple certifications (e.g. to add Mushroom, Livestock, Apiary, or Aqua-
ponics certification to your Produce). For Apiary certification only, there is no 
minimum. The Grassroots Fund provides assistance to beginning farmers and 
those facing unusual hardship. Learn more at CNGfarming.org/waiver.

2. Sign Declaration 
This is quick and easy, but essential. Your signature indicates you meet and 
agree to uphold CNG standards, and you understand and accept the terms of 
certification. A scanned image of your first signed Declaration will be posted 
on your farm’s online CNG profile. In the years that follow, you may sign elec-
tronically at CNGfarming.org/CNGforms, and we'll simply indicate the date 
it’s received, rather than re-uploading a new scanned image. 

3. Get Inspected
Inspections are due every twelve months, with a four month grace period. 
Download Inspection Worksheets at CNGfarming.org/CNGforms or give us a 
call to request them. Find CNG farmers eligible to inspect your farm at 
CNGfarming.org/find_inspector.

4. The Work Requirement 
All CNG members must either conduct an inspection of another CNG producer 
annually, or if they’re new to CNG, they may instead observe one. For those 
ready to conduct an inspection, we recommend you use the Give Inspections 
map at CNGfarming.org/give-inspection to see who needs one near you, 
then reach out to offer your assistance.

Kat The Farmer, VA

Program Requirements

http://CNGfarming.org/waiver
http://CNGfarming.org/CNGforms
http://CNGfarming.org/CNGforms
http://CNGfarming.org/find_inspector
http://CNGfarming.org/give-inspection


It’s Up to You
Each member is responsible for making arrangements for their annual farm 
inspection (no one sets them up for you). We're here to help! If you have 
questions, contact us. Be sure to review “Who Can Do an Inspection” on the 
following pages.

Every Year
Inspections are due every twelve months, with a four-month grace period. If 
your farm is also certified organic, you may send a copy of your organic certif-
icate in place of a CNG inspection report.  

No Trading
To avoid conflicts of interest, there is no trading inspections. If Farmer A 
inspects Farmer B’s farm, then Farmer B cannot turn around and inspect 
Farmer A’s farm until at least two years have passed.

Repeat Inspector Restrictions 
You may not repeatedly rely on the same inspector when other CNG farmers 
are nearby. Variances may be granted in special cases, particularly when one 
or two Observers are included. More at CNGfarming.org/observer.

Conduct an Inspection
Every CNG producer has agreed to conduct an inspection of another CNG 
operation annually. This “work requirement” is waived if there is not another 
CNG producer of a similar type within an hour’s drive who needs an inspec-
tion. New members may instead observe an inspection to learn the ropes.

Stay Certified
Your farm will lose its certification if you do not arrange an inspection for your 
own farm or apiary in a timely manner. You may also be de-listed if you refuse 
to conduct an inspection of another CNG farm when there is one within your 
area of a similar type who needs an inspection. 

Ineligible Inspectors
Inspections by family members, employees, and interns are not valid. 

General Inspection Guidelines

The Peoples Bees, CO

http://CNGfarming.org/observer


Terra Vita Farm, NC

The peer inspection is at the heart of our certification programs. It’s the main way 
that we verify CNG’s standards are being upheld. It’s also a chance to learn, share, and 
foster new relationships that help farmers succeed.  

As you reach out to potential inspectors, know that we’re here to help, and also don’t 
feel sheepish about requesting an inspection. All CNG producers have agreed to 
conduct an inspection of another CNG farm annually.

Scheduling an Inspection

Do 
Use the Find Inspector map at CNGfarming.org/find_inspector to find members nearby 
who are eligible to conduct your inspection. 

Look for the farms with the orange notebook and check mark next to their listing. These 
members are due to conduct an inspection of another farm. The icons are 
only visible if you’re logged into your certification account.

Provide some basic information in your email and phone message to make it 
easy and appealing for the inspector to respond:

Introduce yourself, what you produce, where you’re located, etc.
Include a link to your farm’s website, Instagram page, or CNG profile
Suggest some times when you’d be available for an inspection
Provide your phone number

Be persistent. If you don’t get a reply to an email, follow-up by phone.

Look to some of the alternative inspectors listed on the next page if you’re not within 
an hour’s drive from any other CNG producers of your type.

Be proactive about your work requirement, and reach out to farmers near you whose 
listing includes the red calendar icon indicating their farm is due to receive an 
inspection. Get your customized list at CNGfarming.org/give-inspection.

Include a community Observer to enhance transparency and raise the profile of 
our peer-review process. More at CNGfarming.org/observer.

Don't
Contact a producer who isn’t familiar with your type of operation.

Rely solely on email. A phone call is more personal, has a greater impact, and helps the po-
tential inspector get to know you a little better.￼

Rely on the same inspector year after year, unless you have no alternative, and you include 
a community observer. Repeating inspectors compromises the integrity of the program and 
shortchanges you by not providing diverse perspectives on your farm.

Ignore requests from other CNG members needing an inspection.

http://CNGfarming.org/find_inspector
http://CNGfarming.org/give-inspection
http://CNGfarming.org/observer


Inspections are typically carried out by other CNG producers who are experi-
enced in your type of production. However, in many regions we’re still spread 
far apart, and since we don’t expect anyone to drive more than an hour to do 
an inspection, there are alternative options listed below. 

Inspectors should be familiar with your type of operation. For example, if 
you’re certified for produce, don’t ask a beekeeper or rancher to do your 
inspection – unless that person also grows produce for market!

After two years with CNG, members may qualify to receive their inspection 
remotely. Remote inspections can only be carried out by a Senior Inspector. 
They include observers, and must be coordinated with CNG staff. Find full 
details at CNGfarming.org/remote_policy.

CNG Farmer—of a similar type
Organic Farmer—of a similar type
Farmer who is not certified, but uses natural methods
Extension Agent
Sustainable Agricultural Educator

Shirefolk Farm (behind camera) conducts inspection of Crickhollow 
Farm (left) in Virginia, observed by an extension agent (right)

Who Can Do an Inspection

http://CNGfarming.org/remote_policy


Inspectors for Mushroom Producers
Mushroom Producer (CNG or certified organic)
Mushroom Producer who is not certified, but uses natural methods
Soil-Based Farmer with CNG or organic certification*

Inspectors for Beekeepers
CNG Beekeeper
Natural Beekeeper 
Beekeeping Instructor
Three Customers*

Inspectors for Aquaponics Producers
Another Aquaponics Producer
Aquaponics Instructor
Hydroponics Producer
Soil-Based Farmer with CNG or organic certification*

* Only with prior approval by CNG staff. Contact CNG if you’re unable to find a producer of your 
type (mushroom, beekeeper, or aquaponics) in your area.

One Acre Farm (left) Dodo Farms (right), MD

Vegetable Power Farm (right) inspects Tooth of the Lion Farm and Apothecary (left), both in Pennsylvania



Photo from Sassafrass Hiill Farm, NJ

The Peoples Bees, CO
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Signs & Cards

Shirts & Twist Ties 



Photo from Sassafrass Hiill Farm, NJ
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Farmers join CNG for a variety of reasons: to show pride in their 
work, to connect with like-minded people, to access new markets, 
to enjoy the marketing benefits, and to help strengthen the good 
food movement.

The more people who know about CNG, the more valuable your 
farm’s certification will be. Below are some steps we recom-
mend you take to ensure your community appreciates your 
farm’s Certified Naturally Grown status.

Sport Some CNG Marketing Materials
We offer logo stickers in three sizes, branded twist ties, various market 
posters and farm signs, t-shirts, and informative cards. Order online at 
CNGfarming.org/store. Since these items are not available to the public, 
just CNG producers, you’ll need to log in to your certification account 
from the navy blue band at the top of the page. If you prefer, download 
an order form at CNGfarming.org/order.

Share on Social Media
A thriving social media presence is an essential tool for direct-to-con-
sumer farm businesses. Share your story on Instagram and Facebook, 
inviting customers to know you as their farmer and see what you’re all 
about! Be sure to tag @cngfarming so we can reshare and engage with 
your content, and use hashtags #cngproud, #certifiednaturallygrown, or 
#cnginspection to connect with other CNG members and customers. For 
more social media tips, visit CNGfarming.org/get_social.

Get Your Story in the Local Paper
Local papers are always looking for a good story. Find tips to get your 
farm some added visibility at CNGfarming.org/get_press.

Invite Other Farmers to Join CNG
More CNG farmers in your area means greater public awareness of 
your certification and a stronger farmer network. Our free brochures 
explain how to get certified and the difference between CNG and 
organic. Request hard copies by phone or at CNGfarming.org/store, 
or share links to the online files at CNGfarming.org/brochure and 
CNGfarming.org/beek_brochure.

How to Promote 
Your Certification

http://CNGfarming.org/store
http://CNGfarming.org/order
http://CNGfarming.org/get_social
http://CNGfarming.org/get_press
http://CNGfarming.org/store
http://CNGfarming.org/brochure
http://CNGfarming.org/beek_brochure


Our peer review approach emphasizes learning that leverages our 
network of experienced farmers. One longtime member says “In 
the years that I have been doing CNG inspections my knowledge 
base has grown tremendously. You cannot buy knowledge like this 
anywhere.”

Continuing Education

Peer-Review Training
To help maximize the value of peer-review inspections, we 
created opportunities for farmers to learn the ropes so they’re 
less intimidating, and as educational as possible. Our Peer-Review 
Workshops, offered a few times per year, include preparatory 
homework, role playing, and fun, short videos showing best 
and worst practices. Members may also observe an inspection 
conducted by one of our Senior Inspectors, conveniently online, 
so they can see how it’s done and ask questions. More at 
CNGfarming.org/peer_ed.

Networking Opportunities
Annual peer-reviews offer ideal networking opportunities, but 
we also host a variety of online events to connect, share, and 
learn with other producers. Trivia Nights test your knowledge in a 
low-stakes, fun gathering; Crop Circles present panels of producers 
with live Q&A; workshops deliver deep dives into particular topics; 
while Meet ‘n’ Greets offer relaxed chats with staff and members 
nationwide. The occasional in-person gathering happens too! All 
these will be announced via email and social media. 

Standards Mastery
The learning is endless in farming, but there are some core concepts 
all CNG producers should master, so we have developed resources: 
CNG Boot Camp, Study Guides, short video lessons and quizzes, 
etc. More at CNGfarming.org/standards_ed.

Hedge Family Farm, NC

http://CNGfarming.org/peer_ed
http://CNGfarming.org/standards_ed


How is CNG different than organic? 
Certified Naturally Grown is a private non-profit organization that’s not 
affiliated with the USDA’s organic program. CNG inspections are peer-reviews 
carried out by fellow farmers. This approach, called a participatory guarantee 
system (PGS), promotes knowledge sharing and fosters local farmers networks 
that enhance farmers’ ability to thrive. Our program emphasizes accessibility, 
minimizing paperwork and costs, and is based on a foundation of trust and 
direct relationships. CNG requires less paperwork and lower fees than the 
national organic program.

Also, CNG maintains a high degree of transparency. Every CNG producer has 
a public online profile. It contains their farm location, information from their 
application and scanned images of their certification documents. The inspec-
tion reports include the peer inspector’s name, affiliation, and signature.

Lastly, Certified Naturally Grown serves farmers and beekeepers who produce 
food without synthetic chemicals or GMOs, just like the organic program. But 
unlike organic, CNG’s primary constituency is community-based farms selling 
in local and regional food systems. CNG does not certify large agribusiness 
operations or processed food manufacturers.

Can I describe my products as organic?
The word “organic” is regulated by federal law. Most CNG farmers—unless 
they’re also certified organic—would be risking steep fines by using “the O 
word.” That’s one of the reasons why CNG was created: so community-based 
farmers and beekeepers would have their own credential that recognizes 
their practices and provides verification for their customers while helping to 
build the good food movement.

Why can’t I find the stickers or ties in the CNG store?
CNG marketing materials will only be visible after you login to your certifi-
cation account, because they’re only available to CNG producers, not the 
public. Click “Certification Log In” in the navy blue band at the very top of 
the web page.

Where can I find certification forms?
Find all forms at CNGfarming.org/cngforms.

How do I find CNG farms near me?
Click on the “Find Farms” item on the main menu or go directly to 
CNGfarming.org/map. Enter your zip code under the map for a list of farms 
nearby, or click on a state’s name to the left of the map for a list of all farms 
in that state.

Frequently Asked Questions

http://CNGfarming.org/cngforms
http://CNGfarming.org/map


Core Requirements and Deadlines
It’s every member’s responsibility to meet the core requirements each year. 
Please keep track of deadlines in order to avoid suspension. 

Extensions 
Extensions may be granted in the case of family emergency, illness, extreme 
weather, and other life curveballs. Please contact the CNG office if you think 
your situation merits an extension. 

Suspension
Members may have their certification(s) suspended if they have not fulfilled 
one or more of the core requirements by the given deadline. A farm’s certi-
fication may also be withdrawn because of violations of the standards, 
chemical drift from a nearby farm, or other incidents that impact the farm’s 
qualifications.

Re-Instatement
If at some point you want to re-instate a certification that was suspended, let 
us know! You’ll need to complete all the core requirements for that certifica-
tion type. Find full details at CNGfarming.org/re-instate.

Your Certification Account
Click on “Certification Log In” from within the navy blue band across the very 
top of any CNG website page to access your Certification Dashboard. Here 
is where you update your CNG profile with descriptive text and photos. You 
may also review your CNG records and the orders you’ve placed. 

Additional Expectations
Members are expected to keep accurate records of planting, crop rotation, 
pest control measures as well as receipts for purchased inputs including seeds, 
transplants, potting soil, fertility inputs, and pest control substances. Members 
are also expected to update their application as needed to reflect current 
on-farm practices. If there are significant changes, please notify CNG staff.

River Q
ueen Greens, LA

Staying Certified

http://CNGfarming.org/re-instate


Additio
Your Farm’s Profile on the CNG Website
Log in to your Certification Account to fill out your profile with photos and 
text. It will be published once you complete the certification process. 

Searchable Map and Listing of CNG Producers
Find all CNG producers in your area at CNGfarming.org/map. 

Detailed Production Standards
Each certification type—Produce & Flowers, Apiary, Livestock, Aquaponics, 
and Mushrooms—has a web page with links to the CNG standards and other 
helpful information. Access these pages from CNGfarming.org/certifications.

Lists of Allowed and Prohibited Substances
On the web page for each certification type you’ll find a link to the List of 
Allowed and Prohibited Substances. The lists include the most commonly 
used inputs, but they are not comprehensive. If you have a question on a 
product not listed, please search omri.org or contact us and be prepared to 
share the ingredients label. 

CNG Staff
We are easy to reach and happy to help. If you have any questions that are 
not answered here or on the website, just drop a note or give us a call. 

Educational Resources
Master the basics of CNG production standards with the help of our video 
lessons, short films, classes, quizzes, and other resources. Find it all at 
CNGfarming.org/education.

#CNGproud and #CertifiedNaturallyGrown
Once your farm is certified, you can use these hashtags to connect with other 
CNG members via social media. Don’t forget to tag us using @CNGfarming.
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Additional Resources

http://CNGfarming.org/map
http://CNGfarming.org/certifications
http://omri.org
http://CNGfarming.org/education
http://instagram.com/CNGfarming


Certified Naturally Grown
PO Box 153
Temple, NH 03084

contact@naturallygrown.org

@CNGfarming

@CNGfarming

@Certified Naturally Grown

One of the most vital ways 
we sustain ourselves is by 
building communities of 

resistance, places where we 
know we are not alone.

—bell hooks

845-262-2551
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