GOING

ORGANIC:

Does it make or break
a healthy lifestyle?
by Jenna Slagle, RD, LDN

Throughout the last decade, a steady ﬂow of mixed
reviews on the beneﬁts and/or wastefulness of
organic food consumption have left readers in a state
of confusion. The problem is that for each research
study declaring higher nutrient levels found in organic
agriculture products, there are scientiﬁc ﬁndings equally
available that proclaim organic labeling is notable only
to increase your weekly grocery bill. With recent food
trends moving toward eating local fares and “clean”
foods, organic farming methods will only continue to
grow in favor of the public.
Communities’ increasing demand for safe food handling
and the availability of nutrient-rich, minimally processed
foods for purchase have also promoted this era. Yet, the
question still remains: is it to my advantage in terms of
health and prevention of chronic disease to spend almost
double at the grocery store? If you’ve ever stood in the
grocery store aisle dwelling over this very decision, the
information within this article may help lead you to an
answer.

“The United States Department of
Agriculture (USDA) requires that
products labeled as organic must
contain at least 95 percent of
organically produced ingredients.”

What Qualifies Food as Organic?
After years of organic products crowding grocery
store shelves and farmer’s markets, the consumer
interpretation of organic production and its beneﬁts
still remain quite hazy. The United States Department
of Agriculture (USDA) requires that products labeled as
organic must contain at least 95 percent of organically
produced ingredients. The remaining 5 percent of nonorganic ingredients are permitted only when there is
not an organic alternative and must be approved by the
National List of Allowed and Prohibited Substances.
The National List is submitted by the National Organic
Program (NOP), a program administered by the USDA,
and is responsible for governing organic food production.

Synthetic or Non-synthetic
Farmers and manufacturers that are growing,
harvesting and producing foods that will be labeled
and sold as organic are required to follow the
regulations provided within this list. Synthetic
products, implying artiﬁcial synthesis, are allowed
for application or use in the production of organic
products; however, the USDA heavily regulates use of
these substances and in most cases prohibits contact
with the soil, crop or feed mixture provided for
livestock.
Because non-synthetic substances are derived from
living organisms and are free from additives and
chemical treatment, this does not give producers free
reign in using them to assist in production; there are
several non-synthetics included in the National List.

While organically produced items are free from
pesticides, growth hormones and antibiotics, and
are regulated for synthetic and non-synthetic
substances, we ﬁnd that they may be more inclined
to carry harmful bacteria due to improper use of
manure as fertilizer. Recent repercussions of this
have been seen in outbreaks of salmonella and
escherichia coli by contamination of fresh organic
produce.
While the NOP documents that manure must be
composted and not raw when used for fertilizer,
it is all but possible for the USDA to mandate all
organic farm productions. Still, one must also
consider the signiﬁcantly fewer pesticide residues
that accompany organic produce, as well as the
absence of antibiotics and growth hormones in
organic meat and dairy products.

Livestock
Farmers and large corporations who organically
raise livestock harvested for human consumption
are mandated to keep detailed records of
production practices, such as feed mixtures and
medicines given. Animals must also originate
from land and farming techniques that have been
free from prohibited practices or substances for at
least three years prior to harvest, such as feeding
regimens and chemicals sprayed to improve soil
and pasture growth. Organic meat producers are
also forbidden to feed the livestock animal byproducts, manure and feed containing urea.

Organic Labeling
When purchasing processed and packaged foods
claiming to be organic, it is important to note that
this labeling signiﬁes that the product contains
agricultural products such as meat, poultry, eggs,
grains, dairy or fresh produce that have been
organically produced following USDA standards.
Products such as these are severely restricted
or prohibited in the use of food additives and
preservatives and should not contain substances
such as monosodium glutamate, artiﬁcial
sweeteners, food colorings and artiﬁcial ﬂavorings.
The 5 percent of non-organic constituents that
are allowed will likely be natural additives and
must continue to follow the guidelines set forth
by the National List of Allowed and Prohibited
Substances.

If your desires are to consume
organic produce but lack the
financial component, look into
joining a Community Supported
Agriculture (CSA) program within
your area, which should be more
affordable than purchasing at your
local grocery store, while also
supporting local farmers. Farms
offer the consumer the flexibility of
purchasing full shares or half shares,
depending on the needs of your
household. You can also opt to share
with a neighbor or friend to reduce
costs. Get to know your farmer
and discuss production methods
to ensure that the products have
been organically produced. CSAs
range from providing fresh produce
to meat, eggs, dairy products and
grains. To find a CSA near you, visit
www.localharvest.org.

“If you choose to go the organic
route, opt to purchase items
that have the green and white
USDA Organic label stamped
on the package to ensure that
the manufacturer has followed
production and processing
guidelines set by USDA to be
certified organic.”

Should I Switch to Organic Foods?
When considering whether to go organic or not, that is lastly a decision that
must be made by the consumer by weighing the pros and cons based on the
resources available and prioritizing what is most important in terms of a
nutritionally sound diet. If pesticide contamination or conventionally-fed
livestock concerns weigh heavy, it may serve you well to purchase organically
produced foods. If you choose to go the organic route, opt to purchase items
that have the green and white USDA Organic label stamped on the package
to ensure that the manufacturer has followed production and processing
guidelines set by USDA to be certiﬁed organic.
Another option is to go organic only when purchasing produce that has been
shown to contain the highest levels of pesticide residue. These foods are often
termed the “dirty dozen” and include:

• peaches
• apples
• sweet bell
peppers
• potatoes
• celery
• nectarines

strawberries
cherries
pears
grapes
(imported)
• spinach and
lettuce
•
•
•
•

Proper Food Cleaning
Always practice proper cleaning techniques at home regardless of the product
purchased. Follow these quick and bacteria proof guidelines:

•
•
•
•
•

Clean produce thoroughly with cold tap water.
Remove and discard outer leaves of lettuce heads.
Wash pre-packaged items, even if they claim to have been
pre-washed.
Scrub ﬁrm produce such as melons and potatoes with a clean
scrub brush.
Clean outer covering even if it will not be consumed: bananas,
kiwis, avocados, etc.

Conclusion
Lastly, if you decide to consume conventionally produced fruits and
vegetables, meats and processed products, you can rest assured that you are
receiving the same nutritional beneﬁts as the organic consumer. Although
there is research supporting an increased amount of phytochemicals and
trace minerals found to be in organic products, credible research ﬁndings are
also available that have found non-organic products to be equally nutritious.
Because the research is condescending, it’s important not to have tunnel
vision, so to speak, when deciding what reviews to read.
About the Author:
Jenna Slagle, RD, LDN, is a registered and licensed dietitian working at
Southern Hills Medical Center providing outpatient nutrition counseling.

Membership Application
Yes! I would like to join the OAC’s

efforts. I would like to join as a/an:

Individual Member: $20/year

OAC
MEMBERSHIP


Institutional Member: $500/year

Chairman’s Council: $1,000 and up/year
Name:_________________________________
Company: _____________________________
Address: _______________________________
City: __________________________________
State: __________________________________
Zip: ___________________________________
Phone: _________________________________
Email: _________________________________
Please indicate areas where you would like to serve the
OAC:

Serve on an OAC committee
Help fundraise
Advocacy
Educational outreach
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The OAC is the ONLY non profit organization whose sole focus is helping
those affected by obesity. The OAC is a great place to turn if you are
looking for a way to get involved and give back to the cause of obesity.
There are a variety of ways that you can make a difference, but the
first-step is to become an OAC Member. The great thing about OAC
membership is that you can be as involved as you would like. Simply
being a member contributes to the cause of obesity.

Why YOU Should Become an OAC Member
Quite simply, because the voice of those affected needs to be built!
The OAC not only provides valuable public education on obesity, but we
also conduct a variety of advocacy efforts. With advocacy, our voice must
be strong. And, membership is what gives the OAC its strong voice.
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Membership Categories and Benefits
The OAC wants YOU to be a part of what we do. No matter how
you’re impacted, having individuals join our efforts who believe in
making a difference is essential. That’s why the OAC offers various
member categories, so you can get involved at your desired level.
Several valuable benefits also accompany your OAC membership.
Each membership category offers something different. Here are
some of the core benefits to membership:
• Official welcome letter and membership card
• Annual subscription to the OAC’s magazine
• Subscription to the OAC’s members-only monthly electronic
newsletter
• Periodic member alerts informing you of issues that need
action/attention
• Ability to lend your voice to the cause
• Representation through advocacy

