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Organic Rhyme & Reason 

For the health-conscious consumer, those “organic” labels adorning many supermarket offerings are both temptation, and taunt.  Temptation, because they suggest a wholesome benefit any of us with children, or even just our own arteries and cells to worry about, would clearly want.  And taunt, because that promise often comes at an inflated price, with little basis for judging bang for our buck.   


Until now.  The February, 2006 issue of “Consumer Reports” spills the pesticide-free beans on organic shopping. 

This exceptionally useful report clarifies, for starters, what “organic” means.  When a food claims to be “100% organic,” it means there are no synthetic ingredients.  It also implies kindler, gentler production methods conforming to pertinent federal and state laws, such as letting feed animals graze in actual pastures, and tending to soil in a way that preserves it. 

But from there begins a series of label variations that seem better suited to helping the food industry make mischief, than informing the consumer.  A label that says “organic” is noteworthy for not being 100% organic; in fact, by law, 95% of the ingredients in such a product must be organic, but the rest can be synthetic.  
And in products labeled “made with organic ingredients,” up to 30% of the content need not be.  The report also makes clear, disappointing though it may be, that “free range” means next to nothing when used to describe animals, and “natural” neither means organic, nor much of anything else!  The USDA has a definition of “natural” for meat and poultry- no synthetic ingredients added- but there is no consistent definition for any other class of product. 

Even more practical than translations of food label jargon is explicit advice about when buying organic is worth extra time, effort, and expense- and when it probably is not.  

The fruits and vegetables for which organic matters most are: apples, bell peppers, celery, cherries, imported grapes, nectarines, peaches, pears, potatoes, raspberries, spinach, and strawberries.  Based on an analysis of USDA tests of pesticide residue in over 100,000 food samples, an independent lab known as the Environmental Working Group, identified these items as the “dirty dozen.”  These products are most likely to carry a significant pesticide load, even after washing.  So for each of these 12 items, the difference between the organic and standard version is likely to be truly meaningful. 

For a number of other items, among them bananas, onions, and broccoli, the report suggests buying organic 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.

The report makes a compelling case for buying organic versions of meat, poultry, eggs, and dairy.  With these items, the issue is not pesticides (although traces may turn up), but hormones and antibiotics.  There is some evidence that 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.  And antibiotics used to raise animals may contribute more to antibiotic-resistant germs than the use of such drugs to treat people in hospitals.

Another consideration in favor of organic meats and dairy is that the label rules out the use of animal by-products in feed that are routinely used otherwise.  The reason so-called “mad cow disease” became a threat to both cows and people is that ground-up animal parts were fed to what should have been herbivorous animals.  Disturbing as it may be, standard agricultural practices allow for turning cows into sometime carnivores.  Organic cows are spared this fate.

A final 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.

But that minimum is, regrettably, not zero.  We need to understand that having taken considerable liberties with our planet, a certain amount of irreparable harm has been done.  Chemical residues in soil, ground water, and rain can find their way into even the must scrupulously tended organic products.  Buying organic when it matters most can reduce this exposure meaningfully, but not eliminate it entirely. 


The report makes the case that buying organic can at times be rather pointless, at least as far as health is concerned.  There is no standard definition for what organic means when applied to seafood, in part because there is no way to separate farm-raised aquatic animals from chemicals free to circulate in water.  And organic means little on cosmetic product labels, where it may relate to a single ingredient, even though much of the product is a blend of synthetic chemicals.


Still, there are reasons to consider buying organic whenever possible.  Organic practices offer more than potential immediate health benefits to people- they also foster the health of the planet, and compassionate treatment of other species.  For those who can afford organic all the time, it is reasonably thought of as an investment in personal and planetary health.  And the more of us who buy organic, the more accessible and affordable it will become.  The report provides useful tips on lowering the cost of organic foods in the interim, such as comparison shopping, frequenting farmers’ markets, and mail order.
There are some important issues not addressed in the report.  We really don’t know what the health effects over time are of exposure to pesticide residues.  Perhaps some diseases of unknown cause- from chronic fatigue syndrome, to irritable bowel syndrome- result to one degree or another from chemical toxins.  Adverse health effects of chemicals include potentially subtle hazards, such as endocrine disruption- interference with the body’s hormonal systems.  Such effects are hard to measure, and even harder to assign to any specific cause.
Another noteworthy omission from the report is that much of the US population has virtually no access to organic products.  For this group, it still makes sense to eat plenty of fruits and vegetables.  To date, studies showing health benefits from diets rich in plant foods have not been limited to organic products.  The beneficial effects of fruits and vegetables, likely trump whatever harms are induced by pesticide residues.  Organic is clearly better, but when it’s not an option, don’t make perfect the enemy of good.

The bottom line for this particular tale is: get a copy of the report at http://www.consumerreports.org/static/0602org4.html, pin it to your refrigerator, and refer to it often for shopping guidance.  The rhyme and reason of organic food labels is now at your disposal, with thanks to Consumer Reports.
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