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Organically Organized

Maybe it’s the success of Al Gore and his Oscar-winning documentary about global warming, “An Inconvenient Truth.”  Or maybe it’s all those outbreaks of food-borne infection that keep making headlines.  Whether worry about the fate of the planet, or the potential hazards on our dinner plates- something, it seems, has everyone thinking organic these days.


The organic food market is growing fast, and now accounts for roughly 2.5% of food sales in the US, up from just 0.8% in 1997.  Sales of organic foods increased more than 16% in 2005, to just about $14 billion, and when the numbers for ’06 are tallied, they are expected to approximate $16 billion, according to the Organic Trade Association’s Manufacturer Survey (http://www.ota.com/pics/documents/short%20overview%20MMS.pdf).  The commitment made by Wal-Mart, the nation’s largest grocer, to sell more organic foods is indicative of the scope of the trend.

Superficially, it may seem obvious that choosing more organic food must be a good thing.  But the growing appeal of the label may be used to mislead consumers.  So while there is much potential benefit in going organic, you have to approach the topic well organized or you may wind up with a load of organic snake oil. 

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 (that’s a comfort!); bioengineering; or ionizing radiation.”  


There is, of course, the fine print. 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.  We may get the truth on a food label, but certainly not the whole truth.

The questions and comments I hear most often about organic foods suggest to me that many people equate organic with nutritious.  But that’s like equating hot and dry: traits that often go together, but certainly don’t have to.  Think hot tub, for instance!


Organic and nutritious are just like that.  According to Webster’s, “nutritious” means nourishing.  In nutrition circles, the term is used to indicate the relative contributions of a food to the quality of the overall diet, and to health.  In some ways, it is one of those “you’ll know it when you see it” terms.  A food may be nutritious, but not organic, such as spinach grown by a farm using pesticides; or organic, but not nutritious.  For instance, www.Candydirect.com is pleased to offer organic gummy bears.


Nutritious foods, such as vegetables, fruits, whole grains, beans, nuts, and seeds provide a dense concentration of valuable nutrients from fiber to antioxidants, and low concentrations of potentially harmful nutrients such as sugar, salt, saturated or trans fat.  The health benefits associated with eating plenty of such foods are clear and compelling: reduced risk of just about all serious chronic diseases.

In contrast, the health benefits to an individual of eating organic foods are mostly educated guesswork.  Measuring the probably small and perhaps rare adverse health effects of trace amounts of chemicals on foods is a daunting challenge.  We are left to infer what the likely dangers of such chemicals may be.

Antibiotics used in feed animals may contribute to antibiotic resistant germs, and allergic reactions.  Hormones used in raising feed animals may disrupt our native hormonal balance.  Organophosphate pesticides, which are sprayed on nearly all crops, can harm the nervous system in high concentrations.  Avoiding these exposures just makes sense, even if the health benefit in any given case proves hard to measure.

Consumer Reports provided excellent guidance on how best to avoid these potential hazards 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 Environmental Working Group (EWG), a nonprofit, independent lab, has found that the following items consistently carry the highest levels of pesticides after typical home preparation (such as washing and peeling): peaches, apples, bell peppers, celery, nectarines, strawberries, cherries, pears, imported grapes, spinach, lettuce, and potatoes. You can reduce your exposure by purchasing 100 percent organic versions of these. 
The EWG also lists the fruits and vegetables that have the least pesticide residue: onions, avocado, frozen corn, pineapples, mangoes, asparagus, frozen peas, kiwi, bananas, cabbage, broccoli, and papaya. Canned produce often has lower residue levels because of the diligent washing and peeling that precedes canning; juices as well as dried and frozen produce tend to be lower for the same reason.

Buying organic meat, poultry, eggs, and dairy is worthwhile to avoid hormones and antibiotics.  Growth hormone used in feed animals may still exert some effect in people eating those animals, with such potential toxicities as increased cancer risk, and early onset of puberty.  Organic baby food may be especially worthwhile.  Babies’ small bodies concentrate even trace amounts of pesticide.  Organic baby food will reduce their exposure to the irreducible minimum.

On average, organic products cost 20% more than their conventional counterparts.  If that will cause you to eat 20% fewer fruits and vegetables over time, then going organic may do you more harm than good.


Here, then, are my tips for an organized approach to going organic:

1) for the health of the planet, buy organic goods whenever possible

2) for your own health, emphasize nutritiousness first - non-organic broccoli is better for you than organic marshmallows

3) whenever accessible and affordable, combine nutritious with organic, especially for those items listed above (http://www.healthyshopperusa.com/index.php is a useful resource for identifying organic products)
Nutritious, and organic, are both important and not the same.  Put them together thoughtfully, and improve the odds that you’ll be a healthy person, living on a healthy planet.
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