Preventive Medicine Column

May 21, 2006

Wal-Mart goes Organic

Last week, The New York Times disclosed that Wal-Mart, the nation’s largest grocery retailer, is committed to selling organic foods.  What this means for your health depends both on how Wal-Mart fulfills the pledge, and choices you control.


According to the U.S. Department of Agriculture, any food sporting “organic” on its label must be “produced by farmers who emphasize the use of renewable resources and the conservation of soil and water to enhance environmental quality for future generations.  Organic meat, poultry, eggs, and dairy products come from animals that are given no antibiotics or growth hormones.  Organic food is produced without using most conventional pesticides; fertilizers made with synthetic ingredients or sewage sludge; bioengineering; or ionizing radiation.”  (Personally, I find lack of sewage sludge a particular comfort.)   


There are, of course, caveats and provisos. A label that says “organic” is noteworthy for not saying “100% organic;” 95% of the ingredients in such a product must be organic, but the rest can be…whatever.  In products “made with organic ingredients” up to 30% of the content need not be.  Caveat emptor, in other words.
There are various potential liabilities of organic labeling even when applied in accordance with law. Some of what is off limits, such as pesticides and antibiotics, may be important for health, but in my opinion, some is not.  Organic precludes irradiation, for example.  Irradiating produce extends shelf life, lowers cost, and is unassociated with any health risks, or making food radioactive. I therefore support it.

A greater concern is that organic does not mean healthful. An organic product with an abundance of sugar, salt, and saturated fat- all excessive in the typical American diet- would surely sport “organic” on its cover in bold letters, conveying an impression of wholesome nutrition that would likely garner more attention than the insalubrious details of its ingredient list.

In fact, Wal-Mart and the food manufacturers eager to fill inventories for organic foods have already disclosed they intend just this sort of mischief.  Kellogg, for example, acknowledges the intention to use “giant letters” for organic labels on packages of Frosted Mini Wheats.  

The extra cost of organic foods is most worth paying when there is a meaningful difference between standard and organic versions. Consumer Reports provided excellent guidance on the topic in a February 2006 publication entitled “When it Pays to Buy Organic” (see: http://www.consumerreports.org:80/cro/food/organic-products-206/overview/index.htm).   The fruits and vegetables for which organic matters most- because products are most likely to carry a significant pesticide load, even after washing based on USDA tests in over 100,000 food samples- are: apples, bell peppers, celery, cherries, imported grapes, nectarines, peaches, pears, potatoes, raspberries, spinach, and strawberries. 

For a number of other foods, among them bananas, onions, and broccoli, buying organic makes sense only if price is no object.  In such cases, the amount of pesticide residue in the standard version of the food is low enough that the organic alternative offers a negligible benefit.


Buying organic meat, poultry, eggs, and dairy is worthwhile.  With these items, the issue is not pesticides (although traces may turn up), but hormones and antibiotics.  Growth hormone used in feed animals may still exert some effect in people eating those animals, with such potential side toxicities as increased cancer risk, and early onset of puberty.  Antibiotics used in animals may contribute to antibiotic-resistant germs, and allergic reactions. And disturbing as it may be, standard agricultural practices allow for turning cows into sometime carnivores.  Organic cows are spared this fate.


A noteworthy case where organic is well worth extra costs is baby food.  Babies’ small bodies concentrate even trace amounts of pesticide.  Organic baby food will reduce their exposure to the irreducible minimum.

Organic has tended to indicate environmental benefits more reliably than health benefits, but the implications of the Wal-Mart initiative for the planet are unclear.  Wal-Mart and organic go together about like McDonald’s hamburgers and Old MacDonald’s farm. Wal-Mart is the very epitome of big and global, while organic has traditionally been all about small and local.  

Organic accounts for 2.5% of food sales in the US, has increased 28% since 2003 and is expected to grow from $14 billion in 2005 to $16 billion in 2006, according to the Organic Trade Association’s 2006 Manufacturer Survey.  Organic foods are generally at least 20% more expensive than their work-a-day counterparts, and far less universally available.  Wal-Mart can fix both. If the company respects what organic is supposed to mean, they can bring wholesome, additive-free foods to a neighborhood near you at reasonable cost, and do the planet some good, too.  

While hoping this happens, we should be wary.  Small and local seems rather unlikely to satisfy Wal-Mart’s giant appetite, and some musings on what will are rather unappetizing.  We could wind up with more organic foods from abroad, where standards differ from ours and may or may not be enforced.  Or we could witness the birth of the giant, industrial, organic farm.  At best oxymoronic, large-scale industrial farms adhering to both the letter and spirit of organic methods may be downright unachievable.  Something’s got to give, and it may well be what organic is supposed to mean.

For you and your family to benefit from organic food, whether purchased at Wal-Mart or elsewhere, you must start by choosing nutritious items.  These include the usual suspects: minimally processed products with short ingredient lists, vegetables, fruits, whole grains, lean meats, beans and lentils, nuts and seeds, nonfat dairy, unsaturated oils.  Nutritious and organic is a winning combination.  But the two can part company. I advise you to walk right past any organic gummy bears you happen to encounter.

-fin

David L. Katz, MD, MPH, FACM, FACP; www.davidkatzmd.com 

