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International Maple 
Syrup Institute 
Committee Formation
The International Maple Syrup Institute (IMSI) 
formed a committee in 2021 to investigate gover-
nance options for a United States (U.S.) national 
promotion program. The IMSI Market Develop-
ment Committee (originally named the Sustain-
able Funding Committee) was charged with the 
responsibility to… “explore and recommend a plan 
of action to establish sustainable funding for the 
U.S. maple industry, primarily for the promotion 
and marketing of ‘pure maple syrup’ and a plan 
for implementation.” Members of the committee 
included maple producers, bulk syrup purchasers 
and processors, state association directors and a 
non-voting University scientific adviser. An emer-
gent question among U.S. producers is whether a 
producer-funded promotion program could orga-
nize the collection of annual funds to be used for 
generic promotion and consumer education to 
maintain or boost demand. 

As seen with other industry promotion boards, 
support for scientific research on production sys-
tems and market demand are also key objectives 
for these groups. Members of the U.S. maple 
community acknowledge the financial resources 
collected from producer-members of the Quebec 
Maple Syrup Producers (QMSP) contributes to 
industry promotion and research benefiting pro-
ducers in both the U.S and Canada. The remaining 
question is two-fold. First, would U.S. maple pro-
ducers adopt a collective framework to advance a 
unified national promotion effort? Do U.S. produc-
ers agree that a new governance body or program 
could be formed to represent the broader goals for 
market development? Second, if agreement exists 
on the objective to implement a national market 
development initiative, which specific format is 
the most feasible mechanism to mobilize producer 
contributions to achieve that objective. This report 
explores several frameworks and specific consider-
ations for possible formats like mandatory market 
orders or producer owned cooperatives. 

The prevailing concerns voiced within the U.S. 
maple sector regarding promotion are three-fold: 

1) despite the formation of collective governance 
bodies by many agricultural groups, individuals 
in the maple sector are generally unfamiliar with 
collective governance options in the U.S., 2) an 
emerging group of maple sector representatives 
has a desire to develop a collective industry funded 
marketing program but there is disagreement 
about the particular framework best suited to meet 
the needs of producers and sellers, and 3) collec-
tive marketing advocates do not fully understand 
the opposing opinions against collective promo-
tion in order to consider alternative approaches 
that might be favored by more maple producers. 
Any prospect for a U.S. maple marketing program 
(voluntary or mandatory, public or private) will 
require a robust understanding of the stakehold-
ers, their potential to influence the initiative and 
the factors contributing to their support or objec-
tion to various alternatives.

The following workplan was developed and 
implemented by the committee. Activity on Steps 
1–2 occurred from 2021–2024. Effort on Steps 3–4 
began in 2023 and continues at the time of this 
report. A research interview phase was completed 
in 2025 and the results helped inform the develop-
ment of a U.S. Maple Producer survey that was dis-
tributed in Winter 2025/2026. At the time of this 
report (Summer 2026), the analysis of the national 
survey results are underway at the University of 
Vermont. 

Step 1: Research agricultural commodities and 
specialty crops in the U.S. that have undertaken a 
producer funded (or owned) promotion program 
(2021–2024).

Step 2: Develop an understanding of the differ-
ent mechanisms and governance structures that 
are used for these collective promotion initia-
tives (2021–2024). This includes what the var-
ious frameworks are, how they are designed and 
exploring the features and limitations within each 
framework. 
 
Step 3: Assess U.S. maple producers’ awareness of 
various program mechanisms and their level of 
support for some form of industry funded pro-
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gram. From 2023–2025 UVM researchers con-
ducted interviews to explore perspectives about 
the maple economy in general and a potential 
national maple marketing body. 

Step 4: Conduct a national survey of maple pro-
ducers that was informed by the interview phase 
(Step 3). This survey will be distributed in 2025–
2026 to measure producer understanding of mar-
ket development frameworks and the level of sup-
port for the multiple formats available in the U.S.

The purpose of this report is to present the 
findings from Steps 1–2 in the workplan above. 
The following sections highlight industry trends, 
the frameworks available for self-funded or col-
lective promotion, general parameters for each 
framework and specific consideration for maple 
syrup in the U.S. 

Promotion Program 
Formats and Rationale
Generic promotion is one specific objective when 
agricultural producers join in collective action to 
advance market development initiatives. Generic 
promotion through a promotion board seeks to 
raise consumer and buyer awareness for a group 
of products or a key ingredient to benefit market 
development for the entirety of participants in 
the sector. This form of promotion is inherently 
different from private or branded product adver-
tising and sales. While the private sales effort 
may include general education, these efforts and 
actors are explicitly linked to prospective sales of 
branded products. Private entities may advance 
general product category education, but their for-
mat is distinctly different than the processes of an 
inter-firm representative marketing board acting 
to serve the inclusive interests of the full member-
ship of the program. This report focusses primarily 
on publicly sanctioned industry promotion boards 
and programs. Generic promotion programs are 
adopted as a strategy to increase demand for the 
entire product category. These programs have been 
widely adopted across U.S. agriculture, but not 

yet within the maple sector. Private cooperative 
entities (producer owned) and non-profit orga-
nizations as private entity mechanisms based on 
collective formation among it’s members are also 
considered in this report. 

Maple Industry Trends and 
Collective Promotion
Maple syrup production in the U.S. has expanded 
over 450% in roughly two decades with an increase 
in farm gate production from 1.3M gallons syrup 
in 2000 to over 5.8M gallons reported in the 2022 
U.S. Census of Agriculture (USDA, 2024). Efforts 
in both Canada and the U.S. have supported con-
tinued market growth, but through different sys-
tems and processes.

The world’s leading maple producing nation, 
Canada, is led by efforts in the province of Que-
bec by the formal producer funded framework at 
the Quebec Maple Syrup Producers. The Quebec 
Maple Syrup Producers (QMSP or PPAQ) member 
organization was established under the enabling 
legislation of the Professional Syndicates Act of 
1966 and then evolved with the passing of the 
Joint Plan in 1989, a legally binding referendum 
approved by 66% of maple producers subject to the 
plan. Formal marketing agreements were estab-
lished in 1998, and additional authorizations have 
enacted supply controls, pricing plans, inventory, 
and marketing programs that are decided through 
representative process. Industry reports document 
the effectiveness of QMSP efforts to double Cana-
dian per capita consumption from 2010-2020 to 
a new total of 0.62 kg (1.37 pounds) per person. 
In the province of Quebec per capita maple syrup 
consumption was 1.4 kg per person (3.2 pounds). 
Per capita consumption in the U.S. increased less 
than half as much during the same period, mea-
suring 0.16 kg per person or 0.35 pounds per per-
son in 2020 (Quebec, 2021).

The U.S. is the largest global market for the 
sale of maple syrup despite lower per capita con-
sumption compared to Canada. The U.S. imports 
approximately 55%–60% of all domestically con-
sumed syrup from Canada (USDA ERS, 2020; 
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Agri-Food Canada, 2021). Initiatives by the QMSP 
have included significant investment in educa-
tional and promotion campaigns within the U.S. to 
elevate the awareness of the maple product cate-
gory. Contributions have also been made by major 
U.S. maple sellers who have successfully developed 
markets for the continuously expanding domestic 
crop. These efforts by U.S. companies have been 
private in nature, absent of the formal producer 
representation or multi-stakeholder transparency 
present in the Quebec system. 

Increased awareness and boosting maple 
demand in areas outside the primary maple pro-
duction regions present a major opportunity for 
maple sellers. Exporters of Canadian syrup are also 
extending promotional efforts to global markets 
outside North America. Germany, United King-
dom, Australia and Japan are the leading export 
destinations after the U.S. (Agri-Food Canada, 
2021). The export of maple syrup to more distant 
markets come with costs but also provides differ-
ent market development opportunities to expand 
maple demand. Contention between prioritizing 
domestic markets versus international markets 
presents a potential future debate if a collective 
marketing body were to form. This issue, and other 
priority setting decisions for a marketing group 
will emerge and require attention after formation. 

A future U.S. maple promotion program is not 
expected to replicate the QMSP programs in their 
entirety, but the presence of this unified approach 
in Quebec prompts U.S. industry participants 
to explore ways to catalyze market development 
efforts in a more transparent way compared to the 
predominantly private and firm-based develop-
ment format in the U.S.

U.S. Agricultural Policy and 
Authority for Collective 
Producer Frameworks
U.S. agriculture has a long history of government 
sanctioned collective governance. This includes 
authorizing legislation that enables the formation 
of private cooperatives as well as USDA overseen 
commodity promotion boards led by industry 

representatives (Crespi, 2001). Under certain con-
ditions agricultural producers find that collective 
action can advance economic objectives or solve 
economic problems that cannot be satisfactorily 
addressed through individual behavior. 

In 1922 the Capper–Volstead Act established 
the necessary legal pathway and specific condi-
tions for businesses to discuss price-setting and 
bargaining, in effect reducing competition in the 
market, so long as the entity serves the benefit of 
the common membership and certain representa-
tive voting processes are maintained (Gulth, 1982). 
A revised Agricultural Marketing Agreement Act 
(AMAA) of 1937 was enacted to promote a more 
orderly market for producers and consumers with 
a variety of tools like acreage control, price control, 
crop insurance, import-export controls and mar-
keting programs in the framework known as the 
market order (MO). Numerous individual legisla-
tive acts have been approved since the 1937 AMAA 
that establish newer features within commodity 
specific Research and Promotion (R&P) programs. 
These R&P programs, sometimes referred to as 
“checkoff programs,” include a more limited scope 
of generic advertising, education and research to 
stimulate consumer demand and expand markets 
(Neff & Plato, 1995). Programs exist in a variety 
of state, regional and national formats. Across all 
formats, a common feature of collective marketing 
boards is that they are funded by the mandatory 
annual contributions of industry participants.

There are currently twenty-two specialty crops 
groups in the U.S. that have adopted USDA gov-
erned programs that apply mandatory assessments 
on producers and/or sellers to fund research and 
generic promotion. Such programs do not exist 
without contention. A surge in literature in the 
early 2000s showed a questioning of the man-
datory market programs in the U.S. and several 
attempted legal challenges regarding their con-
stitutionality (Norwood, 2006). Those challenges 
failed, and court decisions reaffirmed the legality 
of mandatory programs. Opinions about entrepre-
neurship, government oversight and the distribu-
tion of benefits can impact the ability to establish 
a new program, shape the specific policies if a pro-
gram is adopted, and also impact ongoing support 
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to maintain the program (Chung et al., 2006). In 
the past twenty years there have been established 
programs that were dismantled after national votes 
failed to achieve the majority vote required to sus-
tain the program. In the same time period, new 
programs were established for commodities and 
specialty crops including Hass avocadoes, soft-
wood lumber, sorghum, real Christmas trees and 
pecans. 

For-profit agricultural cooperative businesses 
entities, authorized by the same 1937 AMAA leg-
islation, provide another legal pathway for farmer 
collective action. A cooperative firm is defined by 
the following general principles: a) it is owned by 
the individuals who use its services (members), 
b) members have democratic voting control, c) a 
members return on their equity investment in the 
coop is limited, and d) members can receive net 
margins in relation to their level of use of the coop 
via “patronage” payments (Royer, 1999). Approxi-
mately 1,600 agricultural co-ops operate in the U.S. 
today and statistics are published by the USDA 
Cooperative Services Branch1 (USDA, 2024). The 
two most common types of co-ops in the U.S. fall 
under the categories of a) supply co-ops and b) 
marketing co-ops where the former specializes in 
inputs, supplies or services needed by members 
and the later focusses on the aggregation, process-
ing, pricing and sales of products derived from its 
member suppliers (Demko, 2018). 

Utilization of Program 
Funds
Generic promotion and education are authorized 
under USDA sanctioned programs in order to build 
awareness that leads to increased consumption and 
market growth. Multi-media campaigns, tastings, 
sample kits and uniform branding (of the prod-
uct category, not a particular business) are a few 
examples of activities that seek to engage potential 
consumers or existing consumers with informa-
tion, product access and motivation to maintain 
or increase consumption. Given the high-quality 

1 USDA Rural Development: Cooperative Statistics https://
www.rd.usda.gov/resources/publications-for-co-ops.

profile of maple syrup, enhanced engagement that 
exposes participants to the spectrum of diverse fla-
vors can enable customers to understand, identify 
and seek out their specific preferences and increase 
the overall value of their experience with the core 
product. Promotion programs can use other tools 
to enhance the capacity of sellers or improve access 
for buyers. Standardization of grades, quality stan-
dards and packaging uniformity are some of the 
elements that can enhance commercial purchasing 
or international exports.

Research is a key feature of many existing agri-
cultural marketing programs. Production research 
on new practices, variety development and pest 
management are essential to ensure production 
practices, volume of supply and quality standards 
can keep pace with dynamic market demand and 
environmental conditions. Consumer and sup-
ply-chain research can be central to providing sell-
ers with information on relevant product features 
and other considerations for packing, distribution 
and sales activities that will maintain, and ideally 
boost trade and consumer demand. 

USDA Agricultural Marketing Service (AMS) 
Market Orders (MOs) offer additional authorities 
to shape the market activity. Import regulations 
can specify quality criteria, product formats and 
allowable import volume quantity. Domestic vol-
ume controls can also be placed on annual U.S. 
production if members seek to manage their own 
supply. 

Evaluation of other 
U.S. Agricultural 
Commodities and 
Specialty Crops 

IMSI committee members evaluated agricultural 
industries that have adopted a variety of hybrid 
(public/private) and private frameworks for col-
lectively funded market development. A review of 
collective industry activity over the past 100 years 
shows that many sectors have adopted, revoked or 
adjusted active collective frameworks over time. To 
explore the range of options the IMSI committee 
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members considered their relevance and the feasi-
bility of acceptance within the maple sector. Infor-
mation on the following frameworks was collected, 
presented and discussed within the IMSI commit-
tee forum to explore perceived merits or limita-
tions of each framework: voluntary fee-based ser-
vice, private cooperative business entity, voluntary 
check-off, state check-off (state promotion board), 
USDA Market Order (MO), and USDA Research 
and Promotion program (R&P). 

Several agricultural sectors and one fishery 
program researched by the IMSI committee are 
presented in Table 1. Most of the sectors have 

adopted multiple program types to meet their 
objectives. The almond sector serves as an example 
of early cooperative entity dating back to 1910 and 
the eventual overlay of a mandatory federal market 
order in 1950. The Real Christmas Tree Board pro-
vides an example of a recently established USDA 
Research and Promotion program in 2014. In 
addition to the crops or programs listed in Table 
1, the IMSI committee researched additional crops 
and programs to better understand features or spe-
cific format details. Notes and brief commentary 
organized by crop or program are presented in 
Appendix 1 of this report. 

Crop Program Type Emphasis
Almond •	 USDA Market Order (Mandatory Contribu-

tors)
•	 Private Cooperatives

•	 Compliance and standards
•	 Research on production, nutrition, and markets
•	 Domestic and international promotion.
•	 Volume control through a reserve is authorized, 

but that feature is not in use
Beef •	 USDA Research and Promotion (National)

•	 State Beef Councils (Mandatory Contribu-
tors)

•	 Promotion, research, consumer information, 
industry information, foreign marketing and 
producer communications

Christmas Tree •	 USDA Research and Promotion (Mandatory 
Contributors, also applied to imports)

•	 Research on production and marketability
•	 Domestic promotion

Cranberry 
(terminated)

•	 USDA Market Order (Mandatory Contribu-
tors)

•	 The board was terminated in 2023.

Hazelnut •	 USDA Market Order (Mandatory Contribu-
tors)

•	 State Commission 
•	 Private Cooperatives

•	 Quality and standards, import/export rules, 
volume controls

•	 Research emphasis on production, pests, and 
disease

•	 Domestic promotion
Honey •	 USDA Research and Promotion Program 

(Mandatory Contributors, also applied to 
imports)

•	 Expand domestic markets: research, promotion, 
education and industry information

Pecan •	 USDA Market Order (American Pecan 
Council)

•	 USDA Research and Promotion Program 
(American Pecan Promotion Board) 

•	 Mandatory Contributors, also applied to 
imports

•	 Market Order: Authority on handing, grading, and 
quality

•	 R & P Program: research and promotion

Seafood Quality •	 Fee-based services under authority of U.S. 
Department of Commerce (Office of Interna-
tional Affairs, Trade, and Commerce)

•	 Export facilitation
•	 Certification and inspection services
•	 Authorized advertising and certification marks

Texas Corn 
Producer Board

•	 State Board
•	 Voluntary Contributors

•	 Research, education, promotion, and marketing

Table 1: Features of commodity and specialty crop collective funding frameworks
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Separation of Lobbying and 
Advocacy from Promotion 
Agricultural producers can participate in dif-
ferent forms of organizations or programs, each 
offering potential benefits but also subject to reg-
ulatory constraints. A key feature of the USDA 
authorized MO, R&P program, and check-off is 
that they enable groups of producers to manifest 
policies, standards and initiatives that exert influ-
ence and interests upon the markets. These gov-
ernment sanctioned programs, however, cannot 
intentionally influence legislation or government 
policy. Board members cannot, in their official 
capacity or with the use of program assessment 
funds, attempt to influence the general public or 
official lawmakers on current or proposed legis-
lation.

These restrictions are in place with the 
acknowledgement that a key function of USDA 
market orders and promotion programs is to col-
lect industry and trade information. It has been 
longstanding policy that boards collect factual 
information and can share with government offi-
cials if requested. Such interactions require prior 
approval from AMS to confirm that the informa-
tion being shared does not violate the rules. 

Due to this constraint on advocacy, many agri-
cultural sectors with USDA sanctioned marketing 
programs organize separate associations and coun-
cils to represent their interest to government and 
policy makers. These organizations have a clearly 
defined mission to advocate, lobby and influence 
government officials and their financial support 
must be entirely separate from assessments or con-
tributions to active AMS promotion boards, orders 
or related bodies. It is possible, and common in 
small sectors, for industry leaders to serve on both 
a USDA-sanctioned board and also formally serve 
or participate in activities for a separate lobbying 
organization. Industry members maintain their 
rights to lobby the government so long as their 
capacity and activities are clearly defined and 
remain appropriate to the legal function of each 
separate collective body.

Mandatory or Voluntary 
Frameworks 
Members of the IMSI and broader maple com-
munity have an interest in exploring a private 
and voluntary marketing framework, motivated 
in part by a desire to adopt a program distinctly 
separate from government involvement. The U.S. 
maple community holds a sense of indepen-
dence and recognizes its difference from many 
agricultural sectors due to a historic absence of 
government support programs targeted to maple 
and/or the preference of many individuals to not 
participate in government support programs 
when available. This contention between private 
action and public programs is not unanimous, 
and it highlights a tension that is present as new 
forms of governance may prompt different types 
of interaction with public agencies and regulatory 
statutes. Motivation by some to establish a volun-
tary program comes within a context of many 
existing “mandatory” programs and pursuit of a 
framework that avoids any mandatory require-
ment binding all producers to contribute. 

The QMSP and numerous U.S. agricultural 
promotion boards are structured by mandatory 
membership of producers. Initiation of a legis-
latively specified “mandatory” marketing board 
requires a majority approval or more from the 
constituents covered by or required to participate 
in the activities under jurisdiction of the board 
(Veeman, 1987; Plakias et al., 2020). Boards are 
not permanent and termination is also decided by 
a constituent vote. Research and Promotion pro-
grams require a simple majority approval while 
MO referendum votes in the U.S. are decided by 
either a) a 2/3 majority vote based on the total 
number of voting members or b) a 2/3 majority of 
crop based on the volume of production from vot-
ing members (Plakias et al., 2020).

Advocates for a private and voluntary contri-
bution framework in U.S. point to the North Amer-
ican Maple Syrup Council’s Research and Educa-
tion Fund. Established in the 1980s, this dedicated 
maple funding source supports an annual grant 
program that provides resources to researchers for 
scientific projects that help boost sugar makers’ 
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efficiency, quality, and safety. Producer associa-
tions are also eligible to apply in order to offer edu-
cation and support to producers seeking to adopt 
best practices. The funds have been collected from 
maple industry stakeholders, equipment manufac-
turers, equipment dealers, producer associations, 
and others.

Developing an independent voluntary frame-
work provides the opportunity and the responsi-
bility to craft and implement all the required fea-
tures of a functioning program. Either a 501c(3) 
or 501c (5) entity have been proposed as the most 
likely entity to collect voluntary contributions. 
For some, this flexibility is appealing. Opponents, 
however, have more confidence and see more effi-
ciency in adopting the established legal and man-
agerial frameworks already available through the 
USDA AMS program set-up process. 

A complicated factor for the feasibility of a 
voluntary program framework is the uncertainty 
of sustained and sufficient contributions from pro-
ducers. A review of USDA AMS MOs, R&P and 
commodity promotion boards reveals that vol-
untary programs, often at the state level, did exist 
in the early 20th century. By the 1930s, however, 
many groups shifted to mandatory programs due 
to the issue of free ridership when many producers 
opted out of contributing to their program (Milov, 
2016). Free ridership is the situation where a per-
son or business can experience the benefits from a 
service without directly contributing to it. The shift 
to mandatory assessments reflected both a need 
for financial certainty to sustain the program, and 
for a more equitable alignment of collective bene-
fit with a universal contribution requirement from 
the beneficiaries. 

For a period in the 1990s the mandatory pro-
grams came under increased scrutiny and were 
questioned regarding their constitutionality. During 
a series of court cases and appeals a number of 
existing promotions boards began to research 
the feasibility of transitioning back to a voluntary 
program (Norwood, 2006). The legal debate over 
free speech quieted with the 2005 Supreme Court 
ruling (Johanns v. Livestock Marketing Association, 
544 U.S. 550) that upheld the legality of promotion 
boards as “government speech”. 

For maple syrup in particular, the concept of 
a voluntary program has a unique relevance due 
to the policies for organic producer membership 
in promotion programs. Organic producers in the 
U.S. are currently covered by a law that offers them 
a legal exemption from any mandatory research 
or promotion program. This situation is explained 
further in the Organic Maple section below. 

Private cooperatives, either input cooperatives 
or selling cooperatives, are another form of vol-
untary collective entity focused on marketing. A 
private marketing cooperative is established by a 
voluntary membership group seeking to invest in 
and receive value from the services manifested by 
the unified group. Producer cooperatives have his-
torically been producer-owned, but newer evolu-
tions of the cooperative firm format have enabled 
different forms of membership or ownership. 
Some cooperative firm formats allow non-produc-
ers to contribute equity and hold fractional own-
ership with a producer dominated decision-mak-
ing structure. Members generally make an equity 
contribution to become a member/owner, and the 
cooperative business bylaws will determine how 
new members can (or cannot) join later. 

Exemptions and 
Membership
Voluntary or mandatory promotion initiatives 
must determine who will participate, or be exempt 
prior to establishment. Participation has direct 
impact on the volume of product covered, the 
value of aggregate product covered, the number 
of participants, and the magnitude of funding that 
can be anticipated once the program is in effect. 
As with other regulatory frameworks that impact 
agricultural sectors, the criteria making an indi-
vidual or business a target participant will vary. 
Exemption criteria for mandatory programs might 
be driven by any of the following: a) a minimum 
business productivity (units produced annually), 
b) a minimum annual sales level, c) participation 
in certain market channels or d) the relevance of 
the program to the needs of the members. Small 
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scale producer exemptions and direct-to-con-
sumer sales exemptions are two common forms 
of exemptions within existing USDA AMS sanc-
tioned programs that may be relevant for the 
design of a U.S. maple program. 

The likelihood of adherence to the program 
and the feasibility of oversight may also impact 
the criteria for membership in a mandatory pro-
gram. Mandatory assessment collections must be 
designed in a manner that minimizes the poten-
tial for non-compliance from covered producers 
who attempt to avoid payment or attempt to dis-
tort records in order to reduce the amount of their 
required assessments. Industry-led programs seek 
to establish feasible collection processes in order to 
minimize the cost and effort related to surveillance 
or enforcement. 

Representative Decision- 
making on Promotion Boards 
Representative decision making is an important 
feature of governance and serves as the direct 
mechanism for producers’ participation in the sup-
ply chains where farmers have historically suffered 
from a disadvantage of power. Research interviews 
have revealed that many of the advocates for a col-
lective maple program and participants in other 
more recently formed USDA-sanctioned promo-
tion boards are motivated by the opportunity for 
themselves and other producers to increase their 
involvement in decision-making. Remembering 
that U.S. maple markets have grown in the absence 
of a collective program, many actors express that 
the growth prompted by many independent actors 
could be improved with a more unified approach. 
Here, the process of market development with a 
collective and transparent contribution from the 
producer community is shown to be as important 
as the intended outcome of stabilized or expanded 
markets. Producer participation may serve as a 
primary objective, but there is a risk of overlooking 
this motivating factor if the general discourse is 
biased toward market-price-demand features and 
absent of other benefits produced through changes 
in representation. 

Several features of marketing and promotion 
board design and formal decision-making pro-
cesses are seen across existing programs. Generally, 
board members will be nominated from within 
the industry in order to assemble the appropriate 
diversity that best represents producers, handlers, 
sellers and participating public members. For 
USDA-sanctioned programs, accepted nominees 
must receive a final appointment to the board by 
the Secretary of Agriculture. 

Boards will make a number of decisions to 
maintain the best interests of the collective indus-
try membership. The voting structures of active 
boards are often established by a combination of 
geo-political boundaries and the magnitude of 
industry activity. For example, voting represen-
tatives on boards may represent individual U.S. 
states or a combined group of states within a par-
ticular region. The number of voting members is 
often, but not exclusively, weighted by the volume 
or value of production for the identified regions. 
Another important note is that board members 
may be actual producers or the “handlers” who 
consolidate, process or package an aggregate sup-
ply from many producers. If a promotion board 
oversees activity that relates to both domestic 
producers and imported products, then the board 
members will also include importers to provide 
representation to that group who now has an active 
interest in the management of the program. 

An example of this can be seen in the pro-
posal for the formation of an Olive Oil Research 
and Promotion Program in 2024. In this case a 
13-member board includes 12 industry members 
and 1 public member. The 12 industry member 
positions are distributed based on volume with 
multiple members (3) assigned to handlers in the 
high-volume state of California and 1 single mem-
ber to represent multiple other U.S. states. Because 
this proposed board included rules for imported 
olive oil, the other eight member positions are 
assigned to importers. The proposed rule indicates 
that within five years the geographic distribution 
of U.S. production and the quantity of imports 
shall be reviewed to determine if the allocation of 
representative seats must be altered. 
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Location of the Assessment 

Industry funded marketing groups must decide 
upon the collection point for assessments, dues or 
other forms of appropriate contributions. USDA 
sanctioned programs typically record and assess 
product assessments at centralized product col-
lection points that measure volumes and transact 
exchanges. Main aggregation points for the largest 
volumes of the covered crops are expected to be the 
most efficient and accurate points of collection and 
payment. Individualized assessment collection is 
present and necessary for some groups, especially 
when covered products are not moving though 
a centralized aggregator. An example would be a 
large producer who conducts their own market-
ing through wholesale or direct to consumer sales. 
This covered business, whose product does not 
flow through a primary processor or aggregator, 
would need to interact directly with the promo-
tion program to share records and contribute the 
related assessment fees. In either case, there are 
administrative costs to collecting and making pay-
ments that must be factored into program design. 
Accurate oversight and enforcement are additional 
administrative responsibilities for a mandatory 
market program that will need to identify and 
resolve situations with non-paying individuals. 

Organic Maple — The 
Exemption Dilemma
The U.S. maple syrup crop is unique compared to 
other agricultural products because of the larger 
portion of the annual crop falling under organic 
certification. Over 60% of the U.S. maple syrup 
crop is certified organic compared to the smaller 
volume of certified organic product within other 
agricultural sectors. For example, organic milk 
makes up only 2% of the total annual U.S. milk 
supply while the leading fresh produce crop, 
organic lettuce, only totals 10% of the total annual 
U.S. lettuce supply (USDA, 2022). 

Current federal regulations stipulate that any 
certified organic producer can voluntarily opt-out 
of participation in a mandatory program (See Fed-

eral Register 70 F.R. 27442). This rule was devel-
oped in the leadup to a previous proposal to cre-
ate a formal ‘Organic Check-off ’ (R&P Program), 
which was subsequently terminated in 2018. An 
exemption for organic producers was established 
on the grounds that generic promotion for conven-
tional agricultural products did not serve the spe-
cific needs of organic producers when communicat-
ing to consumers nor did it serve the research needs 
for organic producers who are subject to different 
practices and rules overseeing production. 

For most agricultural sectors the percentage of 
organic production is very small in comparison to 
conventional production and exempting this por-
tion of supply poses little threat to a mandatory 
program. For maple, the non-mandatory status 
(via the voluntary exemption) of organic produc-
ers is a major consideration. The initial feasibility 
plan for a maple program is complicated by the 
inability to accurately estimate participation rates 
among certified organic producers. These organic 
producers comprise over half of the U.S syrup 
crop and research will be needed to measure the 
likelihood of their voluntary participation and its 
impact on program revenue. Free-ridership would 
still persist as a concern if organic producers who 
vote to support formation through a referendum 
opt-into the program initially, but then exercise 
the option to opt-out and leave the program in the 
future. This unique organic dilemma has poten-
tial to complicate program establishment and cre-
ate uncertainty in the amount of syrup subject to 
assessments by a future program.

Another consideration for organic producer 
participation is the disproportionately high level of 
syrup production volume compared to the num-
ber of producers. A 2019 survey of maple produc-
ers in the Northeastern U.S. found that 61% of the 
overall crop was certified organic, but the organic 
producers had larger enterprises and only made 
up 12% of the total number of responding pro-
ducers (Cannella, 2021). A future national refer-

2 Exempting Organic Producers from Assessment by 
Research and Promotion Programs. 2005 Farm Security 
and Rural Investment Act of 2002, 70 F.R. 2744 (Effec-
tive 02/15/2005). https://www.federalregister.gov/docu-
ments/2005/01/14/05-573/exempting-organic-produc-
ers-from-assessment-by-research-and-promotion-programs.
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endum vote is likely to over-represent the decision 
of many small producers while two-thirds of the 
national crop could be withdrawn by organic pro-
ducers who claim their voluntary exemption. 

The organic syrup situation highlights how 
promotional initiatives may be influenced by 
whether identities and coalitions manifest motiva-
tion for collective action. One of three scenarios 
could unfold. The first is that organic producers 
maintain a primary identity with all maple pro-
ducers, opt-out of the voluntary exemption and 
opt-in to contributions to a “mandatory” USDA 
enabled promotion board. A second pathway is 
that organic producers who have less motivation 
for collective participation exercise the voluntary 
exemption and a national promotion board suffers 
from a much smaller crop assessment and reduced 
revenue collections. In a third scenario, one could 
predict organic maple producers maintain a strong 
independent identity and seek to unify under a 
separate private business entity or cooperative for-
mat to specifically advance the interests of certi-
fied organic maple syrup producers separate from 
other maple producers. 

Volume Controls and 
Import Assessments 
Section 8e. of the 1937 AMAA provides the legal 
basis for establishing domestic supply controls 
and regulating the volume of agricultural products 
imported into the U.S. These tools are an option for 
authorized USDA Market Orders, but not for USDA 
Research and Promotion Programs governed by the 
Commodity Promotion, Research, and Informa-
tion Act of 1996. Products covered by active USDA 
MOs that include import controls include avocados, 
dates, hazelnuts, grapefruit, table grapes, kiwifruit, 
olives, onions, oranges, Irish potatoes, pistachios, 
raisins, and field grown tomatoes. More informa-
tion on those products is published on the USDA 
AMS Rules and Regulations website. 

Due to the higher level of complexity of USDA 
MOs and the recent establishment of the updated 
international maple syrup grading standards, the 
IMSI committee investigating these programs 

made a decision not to pursue more research 
on market orders. USDA R&P programs are not 
authorized to enact import controls, but they are 
able to collect assessments on imported products 
covered by the program. Given that Canadian 
syrup imports into the U.S. are roughly two times 
the volume of domestic production, the collec-
tion of an assessment on imported syrup would 
significantly increase the resources for a generic 
promotion program. Inclusion of imported prod-
ucts in a mandatory assessment program impacts 
representation on the governing board of direc-
tors put in place for that program. USDA policies 
stipulate that representation shall be commensu-
rate with product volume, meaning that the inclu-
sion of a large volume of imported product would 
result in proportional representation on the deci-
sion-making board. Similar to the details for Olive 
Oil Research and Promotion Program shared 
earlier in this report, the inclusion of imports in 
a U.S. maple program would increase the volume 
of syrup assessed, decision-making board seats 
would increase for importers, and board seats 
would decrease for U.S. producers. 

While not unanimous, the general sentiment 
from IMSI committee members was not to pur-
sue assessments on Canadian syrup imports that 
supply the U.S market given that the majority of 
Canadian syrup imported into the U.S. is sourced 
from the QMSP and member producers who have 
already contributed mandatory assessments to 
support maple promotion. When opinions arose 
to consider import assessments, discussions were 
primarily driven by the broader concern for down-
ward price pressure on U.S. syrup due to USD-
CAD currency adjustments and not explicitly 
linked to market development objectives.

Funding Forecasts for an 
Assessment Program
Annual revenue forecasting is a key factor that 
determines the scale, scope and strategy for a new 
program. Two U.S. crops with collective mar-
ket programs were identified that have a similar 
annual crop value to U.S. maple syrup. Both hazel-
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nuts (Hazelnut MO) and popcorn (Popcorn R&P) 
are crop sectors that have annual crop values rang-
ing near $200M and offer a helpful reference point 
for the capacity of programs representing smaller 
sectors. 

Current U.S. specialty crop and commodity 
programs establish assessment rates “per unit” of 
crop (per pound, per bushel, per hundredweight). 
Each program will set its own rates that come with 
the tradeoff of representing a cost to covered mem-
bers and a source of revenue for the program. The 
design of a maple syrup program must contend 
with prospective covered members whose gross 
sales per unit of syrup is demonstrably different 
between a bulk syrup producer who sells to a 1st 
stage (primary) processor compared to a retail 
seller who sets and receives much higher price 
points. A per unit (gallons or pounds) maple syrup 
rate will effectuate a disproportionally higher 
payment to bulk syrup producers compared to 
wholesale or retail selling producers. A counter-
point presented by retail selling producers, how-
ever, is that they will expend cash, time and other 
resources through their own customer interaction 
and education efforts that at times (not always) 
embody industry wide generic product category 
promotion. USDA R&P and Check-off program 
assessment rates typically range from 0.2% to 1.0% 
of farmgate value, with higher assessment rates 
closer to 1.5% seen for walnuts and almonds. A pro-
posed U.S. maple syrup assessment rate will need to 
balance the dynamics of producer support and the 
necessary revenue criteria for a successful program 
(Table 2). 

Assessment 
Rate (per 
pound)

Percentage 
of Bulk Syrup 

Value3 

% of Retail 
Value4 

$0.02 0.82% 0.28%
$0.03 1.22% 0.41%
$0.04 1.63% 0.55%
$0.05 2.04% 0.69%

Table 2: Conversion of assessment rate to percentage of 
final market value for bulk and retail syrup

3 Bulk value estimated at $2.40 per pound (USD), a prevailing 
average price during the time period of this research.
4 Retail value estimated at $80 per gallon equivalent.

Table 3 provides an estimate of annual rev-
enue forecasts for a mandatory U.S. promotion 
program under various assessment rates ($0.02 
to $0.05) and different exemption levels. A $0.068 
assessment rate is included for reference as the 
approximate marketing portion of covered syrup 
assessments in Quebec. The total crop volume is 
based on a single season documented in the USDA 
NASS 2024 crop report and can be used as a static 
starting point. Given the volatility of annual syrup 
production and the growth trajectory of U.S. maple 
syrup production, final program design would be 
well served by dynamic forecasts over a multi-year 
period. A final program design process will need to 
determine what factors lead to a producer exemp-
tion and then estimate the non-covered (exempt) 
portion of the estimated annual crop that would 
not contribute revenue to the program.

Maple production is not evenly distributed 
across all production states, and therefore, the 
contribution to a national generic maple syrup 
promotion program would be primarily funded by 
producers in the top production states (Table 4). 
Maple producers do have options in certain states 
to form a “state-bounded” assessment program, 
and federal policy also enables the creation of a 
national program that only includes certain regions 
and exempts others from mandatory participation. 
table 4 estimates revenue contributions per state 
under the unlikely assumption of 0% exemption. 
Further research into state authorized programs 
or regionally specific national programs will be 
needed to understand if the organic exemption 
remains in effect and any other factors that would 
impact eligible vs. exempted crop volume. 

Conclusion

Work by the IMSI committee has resulted in many 
public discussions, presentations and publications 
that have reached maple producers and engaged 
their thinking on the potential for industry orga-
nized collective promotion. Ongoing research and 
analysis at the University of Vermont will be dis-
seminated publicly through forthcoming publica-
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tions. The maple community continues to express 
a range of opinions on benefits and limitations to 
the marketing frameworks presented in this report. 

Collective generic promotion, cooperative 
entities and market orders represent a mix of leg-
islatively enabled producer-led mechanisms to 
advance market development. There is a long his-
tory of mandatory and voluntary bodies represent-
ing agricultural commodities and specialty crops in 
the U.S. Many agricultural sectors have established 
multiple formats, like a market order, promotion 
board and presence of cooperative processors that 
enable each format to support the interests of the 
members it represents. While one format is con-
strained by law not to participate in political lobby-
ing, a separate entity can offer the specialization to 
pursue those objectives. These different programs, 
boards, organizations and private firms can sup-
port an industry seeking to produce any number of 
benefits or particular processes deemed desirable 

by producers. Import controls and price setting 
as market objectives are decidedly different from 
research funding or universal labeling templates. 

Maple producers have expressed several risks 
to action or inaction regarding the collective pro-
motion question that highlight the possibility of 
direct benefits, indirect benefits spread across 
the industry and delayed impacts that could take 
years to realize. In each case, the influence and 
outcomes of any new governing body may differ 
based on membership, withdrawal or mandated 
exemption from a particular program. An organic 
exemption currently impacting mandatory USDA 
sanctioned MOs or R&P programs may or may 
not pose a challenge to future revenues depending 
on whether organic producers decide to support 
a proposed project. While the large magnitude of 
certified organic syrup within the U.S. annual crop 
is firmly established, the preferences of this group 
toward or against collective marketing boards is 

Table 3: Potential annual revenue forecasts for mandatory U.S. promotion program under 
various assessment rates and exemption levels.

EXEMPT % Pounds ASSESSMENT RATE PER POUND PPAQ Rate

$0.02 $0.03 $0.04 $0.05 $0.068

0% Exempt
(full crop)

— 65,268,680 $1,305,374 $1,958,060 $2,610,747 $3,263,434 $4,405,636

10% Crop
Exempt

6,526,868 58,741,812 $1,174,836 $1,762,254 $2,349,672 $2,937,091 $3,965,072

20% Crop
Exempt

13,053,736 52,214,944 $1,044,299 $1,566,448 $2,088,598 $2,610,747 $3,524,509

30% Crop
Exempt

19,580,604 45,688,076 $913,762 $1,370,642 $1,827,523 $2,284,404 $3,083,945

40% Crop
Exempt

26,107,472 39,161,208 $783,224 $1,174,836 $1,566,448 $1,958,060 $2,643,382

50% Crop
Exempt

32,634,340 32,634,340 $652,687 $979,030 $1,305,374 $1,631,717 $2,202,818

60% Crop
Exempt

39,161,208 26,107,472 $522,149 $783,224 $1,044,299 $1,305,374 $1,762,254

70% Crop
Exempt

45,688,076 19,580,604 $391,612 $587,418 $783,224 $979,030 $1,321,691
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not yet known. The means of revenue collection 
and the future revenue of the program will have a 
direct impact on the scale of a future program. 

U.S. maple producers have presented the 
case to explore the different mechanisms that can 
advance a more coordinated and producer rep-
resented market development body. A particular 
solution, however, has not yet been agreed upon. 
Within this report many considerations have been 
presented that will prompt individual business 
owners and producer associations to ask themselves 
what they are seeking and when enhanced market 
governance will be most desirable to them. A hope 
is that these ongoing discussions will spark debate 
and visions of improved market development for 
maple syrup in whichever format it may come. 

Having established an understanding of the 
various frameworks for self-funded industry mar-
ket development, the next step is to assess how 
maple producers perceive their current business 
environment and their level of support for mar-
ket development. Advocates for a unified market 
development program or business entity will need 
to better understand why certain maple producers 
do not support such collective action. Strong con-
tention against collective formation could serve to 
either nullify a prospective program or possibly 
reveal design considerations that could convert 
non-supporters into supportive members. Once 
this broader understanding of support is devel-
oped, a producer survey can be developed and 
distributed to maple producers nationally. That 

survey will provide the first quantitative measure-
ment on levels of support, the most acceptable 
assessment levels, potential revenue for mandatory 
programs and understanding if organic producers 
are likely to participate. Results from that survey 
will provide an important preview to any future 
national referendum vote that would be required 
if the industry seeks to advance a mandatory pro-
gram. Survey results will also demonstrate how 
many producers are more interested in forming 
voluntary organizations or cooperative business 
models in order to work together to improve mar-
ket development. 
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Appendix 1: Committee Notes on Active USDA Programs

Hazelnut

Type and goals: USDA Market Order — mandatory
•	 Quality standards, volume controls, import/export thresholds

State Commission — mandatory 
•	 Research on production, pests, disease

Regions: Market Order covers Oregon and 1 region in Washington. The Commodity Commission is state-
based and only covers Oregon. 

Eligibility and Exemptions: Direct sales are exempt. Organic exemption.

Assessments: collected at the handlers/processors. Rate is 0.6% of market price for unshelled nuts.

Governance Structures, Membership and Representation:
•	 USDA Market Order
•	 State Commission
•	 Board and Members: 

•	 1,000 growers and approximately 12–15 handlers
•	 Board: 5 growers, 4 Handlers and 1 public member

•	 Multiple Cooperatives — private members

Industry Size and Revenue: ~$130–140 M value of U.S. Production 
•	 Annual Program Revenue: 

The industry board has also applied for and received additional funds through the USDA FAS-MAP pro-
gram. This grant and others are only available to bonfide USDA sanctioned marketing groups like those 
covered under Market Orders or Research and Promotion Programs 

Christmas Tree

Type and Goals: USDA Research and Promotion Program — mandatory
•	 Goals: Goal to increase markets in response to declining sales

Regions: All U.S. and imports

Eligibility and Exemptions: Entities that produce or import less than 500 trees annually are exempt

Assessments: 
•	 $0.15 per tree cut and sold domestically or imported into the country. Estimated final market value of tree 

estimated at $75. Rate is 0.2% of final retail value (not the wholesale value) 
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Governance Structures, Membership and Representation:
•	 Members:
•	 Board: 12 member board consisting of 11 producers and 1 importer. The 11 domestic seats are allocated 

between three defined regions based on production volume

Annual Program Revenue: approximately $1M–$1.5M in assessments per year (based on published Board 
of Directors Minutes)

Beef 

Type and Goals: USDA Research and Promotion Program — mandatory 
•	 The Beef Check-off Program was established by law in the 1985 Farm Bill and was approved by an industry 

referendum as a mandatory program in 1988 known under the name Cattlemen’s Beef Promotion and Re-
search Board

Regions: National

Eligibility and Exemptions: Organic exemption

Assessments: $1 per head on all sales of cattle or calves at any stage of life. State councils collect funds in their 
states and may retain a portion for qualified activities, with the remainder going to the national Cattlemen’s Beef 
Board. 

Governance Structures, Membership and Representation:
•	 USDA Research and Promotion Program
•	 State Beef Councils
•	 Cattlemen’s Beef Board has 101 members representing thirty two individual states and six state units that 

merge multiple states to meet the threshold of voting representation. Voting board membership seats are 
based on the number of cattle per region. 

Industry Size and Program Revenue: 
•	 Annual assessment revenue ~$40M in 2023

 

Pecans

Type and Goals: 
a) USDA Market Order — mandatory
b) USDA Research and Promotion Program — mandatory
•	 Market research, compliance of shellers for payments, grades and standards
•	 The mission of the council is to develop strategies and expand activities to increase promotion and sales in 

foreign markets. They seek to promote the health and nutrition of pecans as a snack food and as a key ingre-
dient in consumer and commercial recipes.
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Regions: Fifteen production states in the U.S. covered on the order. Mexican imports will be added to the order. 

Eligibility and Exemptions: Exemption for small handlers less than 50,000 pounds per year. Growers sell-
ing direct to consumers are required to pay assessments if certain volume thresholds are met. Organic exemption

Assessments: Paid through handlers. $0.02–$0.03 per pound depending on grade and variety (at 2023 prices 
of $1.94 in-shell = 1.2% of pre-processed value.

Governance Structures, Membership and Representation:
•	 USDA MO structure, established in 2013-2016 
•	 Board: The American Pecan Promotion Board has 17 members, including 10 domestic manufacturers and 7 

importers. The board seats are divided between 6 sheller members, 9 producer members representing three 
districts, 1 accumulator member and 1 public member.

Industry Size and Revenue: 
•	 Annual budget approximately $10M before addition of Mexico

Honey

Type and Goals: 
•	 USDA Research and Promotion

Regions: National coverage in all states, Puerto Rico and District of Columbian where honey is packed or 
imported.

Eligibility and Exemptions: Packers and importers marketing less than 250,000 pounds of honey per year 
are exempt from paying assessments. Organic exemption. 

Assessments: $0.015 per pound is collected on domestic honey and honey products from first handlers or 
packers and on imported honey or honey products by the U.S. Department of Homeland Security’s Customs 
and Border Protection. 

Governance Structures, Membership and Representation:
•	 Board: The National Honey Board consists of 10 members, made up of 3 first handlers. 2 importers, 1 im-

porter-handler, 3 producers and 1 cooperative marketing representative. 

Industry Size and Revenue: unknown
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Cranberry (Terminated)

The section below provides information for the prior Cranberry Market Order when it was actively established. The 
program was terminated in 2023 and is no longer active. 

Type and Goals: A USDA Market Order — mandatory was established in 1962 and terminated in 2023 after a 
failed referendum vote demonstrated a lack of producer support.

Regions: Four districts cover nine states. District 1 includes Massachusettes, Rhode Island and Connecticut. 
District 2 includes New Jersey. District 3 includes Wisconsin, Michigan, and Minnesota. District 4 includes 
Oregon and Washington.

Eligibility and Exemptions: Organic exemption

Assessments: $0.28 per barrel

Governance Structures, Membership and Representation:
•	 Established in 1962 and terminated in 2023

Industry Size and Revenue: In 2018 the domestic production was 7.2M barrels and annual program revenue 
was approximately $2M. 

Almond Board of California and Blue Diamond Cooperative

The California almond industry has multiple frameworks representing collective producer interests that inter-
act. There is an active market order that was established in 1950 and a long history of cooperatives. One of 
the most notable, the Blue Diamond Growers Cooperative (established in 1910), was recently acquired by the 
Campbell Soup Company but still operates as a cooperative entity. 

Type and Goals: Federal USDA Market Order
•	 Originally the Almond Control Board, the market order was established primarily to deal with compliance 

issues. By the 1970s the Board recognized the need for and began to address market development through pro-
duction, nutrition and market research as well as promotional activity for domestic and international markets. 

Regions: California

Eligibility and Exemptions: n/a

Assessments: $0.03 per pound

Governance Structures, Membership and Representation:
•	 7,600 growers and 99 processors. Established in 1950. 
•	 Voting committee is comprised of 5 handlers and 5 growers. 

Industry Size and Revenue: Over $2.5 Billion in annual crop receipts. 
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NOAA Seafood Inspection Program

Type and Goals: This is a unique format for collectively organized action where private seafood harvesters/
fisherman can voluntarily access a fee-based service that includes food safety, sanitation, system/process audits, 
grading, inspection, export certification, and product laboratory analysis. The service is hosted by the United 
States National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration. The programs goals are to encourage and help the 
industry improve the quality, safety, and marketability of seafood and fishery products for the benefit of con-
sumers.

The program has authorization to offer compliance, lot inspection, specification and certification marks that can 
be used on packages and marketing materials as well as approved statements for advertising communications. 
These marks or statements indicate approval, inspection or compliance by U.S. Department of Commerce. 

Regions: All U.S.

Eligibility and Exemptions: unknown

Service Fees: This program uses a service fee structure. Contract rates are $238 per hour (non-overtime, Mon-
day–Saturday, non-holiday). Non-contract rates start at $357 per hour. 

Governance Structures: The Commerce Certification Division of NOAA Fisheries’ Office of International 
Affairs, Trade, and Commerce operates the Seafood Inspection Program under the authority of the 1946 Agri-
cultural Marketing Act.

Industry Size and Revenue: unknown


