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Food and Drug Safety – Focus on “Organic”


Picture yourself walking down an isle of your favorite commercial grocery store.  It is important to you that you get the most high quality food available, so you begin to read the labels.  Quickly, you get frustrated and confused reading, “made with organic ingredients,” “100 percent organic,” “no drugs or growth hormones used,” and even “USDA organic” – what does it all mean?  This frustration is common within the general public whom are searching for a way to understand what they are eating.  Continuous misconceptions and outdated information about what it means to be “organic” has driven consumers away from a developed system that is in place to aid them in their daily purchases. However, for the uncommon minds that understand it, organic labeling is an essential tool for consumers to use as means to understand what they are buying.  Despite a bad reputation the organic seal actually provides consumers with the information they need, with established criteria that is useful to consumers, and there are alternatives for consumers that want even more security in their food.


It is easy to see that the biggest issue involving the US Department of Agriculture (USDA) organic seal is the inconsistency of its standardization.  There are multiple issues where the USDA makes one choice, reverses it, and at times even reverses it back to the original decision.  For example in 2005, three years after the USDA organic seal was brought to the market, the policy was changed no longer allowing cosmetic and personal care products to be government certified confusing consumers as to the safety of their personal care products.  “The move is frustrating to business owners such as David Bronner, president of Dr. Bronner's Magic Soaps. He says his company spent about $100,000 to ensure that his soaps, lotions and lip balms met the standards for using the seal (USA Today).”  However, that same rule was “re-reversed” later that same year (Environmental Magazine).  This inconsistency, is and should be confusing to people across the country about the current regulatory system in place.  For this reason there are an endless number of outdated arguments and misconceptions, in a recent survey that, “found organic and ‘natural’ foods purchasers are confused by the labeling…almost half thought the seal meant 100% organic ingredients, while 28% interpreted the seal to mean 70% or less organic ingredients (‘organically confused’),” both of which are wrong.  To clarify the rating system that has been in place since 2002, the organic seal can only be found on products that consist of “at least 95 percent organically produced ingredients (excluding water and salt) (usda.gov).”  Where people make the mistake of assuming a product is organic is when the product is labeled “made with organic ingredients” but does not have the seal, this means that the processed products contain at least 70 percent organic ingredients.  The final way you will see a product have the word “organic” on it is when a processed product contains less than 70 percent organic ingredients, “these products cannot use the term organic anywhere on the principle display panel.  However, they may identify the specific ingredients that are organically produced on the ingredients statement on the information panel (usda.gov).”  This three-part rating system is key for consumers to have in mind so that they may optimize this free tool the government has provided us which ensures security and quality of food at whatever level customers are most willing to pay for.


Given public knowledge of these three levels, the USDA organic seal has been an effective form of standardizing organic products since 2002.  Despite ever changing policies on basic production issues, the USDA organic seal has stayed consistent with its policies on the most important issues to consumers.  These issues where the USDA has proven to be consistent include, but are not limited to: the treatment of live animals (which includes what they are fed and prohibits toxic “insert ingredients,” antibiotics, and growth hormones), the use of strictly natural fertilizers and pesticides, and strong regulation against genetic engineering, sewage sludge, and irradiation.  From an economical standpoint, organic also makes perfect sense.  It adds another niche within a market that a decade ago could have been considered “peaked.”  Sure these natural foods are more expensive, but time and sales have shown that the public is willing to pay the premium to feel secure about what they are eating and where it came from, “US organic food sales this year will likely reach $8 billion -- a sizable bite of the $350 billion total annual sales of the nation's supermarkets. At current growth rates organic production will constitute 10% of American agriculture by the year 2010 (Cummins).”  And for farmers of all categories, there is no extreme cost of going organic – that is a myth.  The only extra cost is that of changing your poor farming habits and getting certified, assuming you profit $5,000 or more in a year.  The added cost of production is passed along to consumers and the certification process runs from $250-$1,000 a cost that the organic cost share program is practically eliminating, “Producers may be reimbursed for up to 75 percent of their organic certification costs, not to exceed $500 (usda.gov).”  There is now a profitable alternative for farmers who had been feeling pressure to cut corners in excess through genetic engineering, cruel treatment of animals, and the over-use of toxic pesticides that have a direct correlation with the 80 million cases a year of food poisoning.  Without the standardization of this seal, there would lack this newfound incentive for farmers to become conventional once again, and the best part is that the revolution still has a long way to go, “According to Organic Farming Research Foundation, as of 2006 there are approximately 10,000 certified organic producers in the U.S. compared to 2500 to 3,000 tracked in 1994. Measured against the two million farms estimated in the U.S. today, organic is still tiny (organic.org).” 


Naturally, there is always a group of people that are never satisfied.  There are still those whom are educated on the issue and are frustrated by the ever so indecisive bureaucratic system that both changes its mind and takes months to years in their decision making process.  These are the same people that are caught up in certain details that may or may not be important to the average consumer, for example, “manure from factory farms will be allowed to be used as a fertilizer on organic farms (Cummins).”  Another source of frustration comes from the foods that are allowed to list their organic ingredients on their information panel despite being less than 50% organic (the third and lowest form of labeling).  However, these are minor and basic concerns for the general public and consumers should be excited about the progress that has been made to this point.  For those basing their frivolous arguments on common misconceptions and outdated information, it is clear that the US Department of Agriculture has failed to generate a common understanding of the basic concerns the organic seal deals with.  The most scary, but completely theoretical impact of this progress into organic is from an economic view.  As consumers continue to get excited about organic products and we see a shift of farmers returning to conventional methods of farming, how can farmers that choose to not go organic continue to compete?  Assuming their best option is to make their prices low enough that people are no longer willing to pay the “organic premium,” one must wonder how farmers can take prices to this point. These farmers will be forced to use even more cost-cutting methods to actually generate a profit, such methods that may prove to be even more harmful to our bodies than current methods – and a viscous cycle can easily be seen.  

On a different area of this similar economic issue, entrepreneurs have found opportunity where others may presume disaster.  Trader Joe’s and Whole Foods, have noticed that the general concern within consumers about the safety of their products has opened up a whole new category of grocery store.  These are grocery stores that provide its clients with foods and products that are good tasting and go above and beyond any standardized government requirement expected for organic products.  Once again proving the premium that many are willing to pay for organic foods, and everybody wins.  The farmers get compensated for using more expensive methods of farming, consumers are confident in what they are purchasing and know that they are not sacrificing taste, and of course whole foods and Trader Joe’s get the luxury of being early investors in the “organic scare.”


With a little bit of research it becomes clear how the USDA organic seal has had a positive effect in this country both economically and environmentally.  Despite minor corrections needed in the fine print, the majority of controversy revolving around the organic seal is derived from rumors, misconceptions and outdated information.  Thanks to this new standardization by the government that has been fairly consistent since 2002 anyone in the United States, that cares enough to find out about the meaning behind the organic seal, can be content with what they’re purchasing and should feel that they have all the information necessary to make an informed decision.  Organic is environmentally responsible and economically savvy, which is why the next time you go to the grocery store and head down that same isle and read those labels, you can shop with the confidence that you are making the best decision for your budget.
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