IN THIS ISSUE

FOOD SAFETY: Validating food safety: the

process control measures for making safe food

AGRIFOODS: Ancient grains and the meaning,
. r misconceptions and expectations of organic food

ALLERGENS: The top 14 major EU Food allergens

and the initiative of AOAC on allergen testing

JUN

X >
\

ge

Food Reg ulation

Existing regulations, without any
contribution to product safety, as well as
differing laws and regulations between
countries, may affect food security




to know now
~ 275

|

IN-DEPTH FOCUS | AGRIFOODS

|

) Orgnicessentils: - Y
hat you need e\

i
/% ’V

The concept of organic farming began in the early 20th century as a way to

combat erosion and soil depletion?, and was originally referred to as 'humus

farming', with an emphasis on 'feeding the soil'. In this article, Kitty Broihier,

MS, RD, LD, and Allison Stowell, MS, RD, CDN, from Guiding Stars discuss the
concept of organic from its origins to what it means today.

IT WAS in the 1940s that the word 'organic’ became
the more popular way to describe farming that
embraces sustainable methods and shuns the use
of man-made chemicals for crop nutrition and
pest management. Later, in the 1960s, organic
farming was linked to the growing environmental
movement, and through the 1970s, organic foods
gained visibility, creating the base for a growing
public demand for organic foods.

The modern organic food industry has come a
long way from the fringe food co-ops of the 1960s.
Today's consumers are savvier about where their

food comes from and how it's produced, yet there
is still a knowledge gap when it comes to organic
agriculture. Here we present information on
organics that we think captures the 'must know'
trends and tidbits about the organic food category
as it stands today.

Organic is a growing category,

but just a sliver of the pie

New data from the Organic Trade Association?
indicates that over 80% of US households — both
urban and rural — now regularly purchase organic
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BELOW: The modern
organic food industry

has come a long way

foods though just 5% of all food sold in the US

in 2015 was organic®. Although organic acreage
increased over 10% from 2014 to 2016, according
to the USDA Economic Research Service, this still
represents just a small fraction of total US farm
and grazing land*. Total organic food sales posted
a record high of 39.7 billion in 2015 (up 11%

from 2014 figures)?, with fresh produce remaining
the top-selling organic category in retail sales
(comprising about 36% of the total). And, lest you
start thinking that Americans have turned over a
new leaf and are piling their plates with organic
produce, the organic snack food category is alive
and well. In the last 10 years, organic snack food
sales have tripled (up 14% from 2014 to 2015
alone)?, while organic packaged-food sales overall
slowed their growth slightly in the last year, up
14% in 2016 vs 18% in 2015, according to
Bloomberg research®.

Many consumers don't know

what ‘organic’ even means

In 1990 the National Organic Foods Production
Act® (part of the Farm Bill) called on the USDA

to establish an organic production certification
programme, a label for organically produced
products, standards for organic production,
including a list of approved/prohibited substances,
and an accreditation programme. The USDA
organic designation or ‘seal’ is based on food
production processes and procedures — it doesn't
infer better quality, higher food safety, more
Earth-'friendliness' or greater nutritional content
— something that many consumers don't realise.

One big misconception about organic crops is
the belief that they are not sprayed with pesticides.
Consumers are typically shocked to learn that
organic does not mean pesticide-free. Organic
crops are certainly sprayed with pesticides; the

difference is that the pesticides are on a relatively
short list of approved organic chemicals. It's not
known how much of these organic chemicals are
used on organic crops since that's not recorded,
but given that some of them are less effective than
synthetic pesticides, it's likely that some organic
farmers use lots more pesticide per acre than
conventional farmers. Another misconception is
that organic food is ‘cleaner’ or less likely to cause
food-borne illnesses than non-organic foods.

In reality, the reverse may be true due to the
prevalence of using manure as fertilizer’. While
conventional growers do this as well, they also can
utilise techniques such as irradiation and other
measures (not available to organic producers) to
eradicate foodborne pathogens.

The health halo hovering over

organics is still there

Despite the fact that USDA organic certification
concerns itself with how food is grown, raised and
processed — and not its nutritional value — roughly
half the respondents in a 2016 Pew Research
Center trends survey®, said they believed organic
fruits and vegetables were better for health than
conventionally grown produce. Of those who had
recently purchased organic food, 76% indicated
that they purchased organic items 'to get healthier,
foods' (by contrast, only 33% indicated that helping
the environment was a reason). The impact of the
perceived healthfulness of foods with ‘organic’
labels to drive food preferences is not a new thing.
In fact, Brian Wansink's group at Cornell Food

Lab® showed that when identical food products
are presented to study subjects, those versions
with an 'organic’ label are estimated to have
significantly fewer calories and to be lower in fat
than the 'regular’ variety! Perhaps the definition

(or more accurately, lack of definition) of a 'healthy’
food is the crux of the issue. Some consumers may
be giving the nod to organics because organic
methods are believed to improve soil quality.
Regardless of the reason why people are choosing
organics, there is no denying that the category
benefits from a substantial health halo.

The debate about whether organics

are more healthful rests more on

consumer perception than science

Unlike consumer perception, however, scientific
research does not support the notion that

organic foods are more nutritious. Both a 2012
analysis of published research!'® and a large

2014 analysis'! basically found that both organic
and conventional foods contained similar amounts
of most nutrients. Differences were found between
the two methods in some food categories, such as
omega-3 fatty acids in meat and milk, and some
natural antioxidant compounds in produce, but
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From a dietitian's viewpoint, the continued
quibbling about variations in nutrient content
clouds the issue. Most consumers fall far short of
recommended intakes of fruits and vegetables
(frequently getting roughly half the target
amounts), according to the 2015-2020 U.S.
Dietary Guidelines'2. Increased consumption of all
types of fruits and vegetables will make a bigger
health difference overall for most of us than the
tiny nutritional differences between organic and
conventional produce. As for processed foods, I'd
argue that, if organic status is the only difference in
products, a cookie is a cookie, a slice of bread is a

Changing from a conventional to an organic
operation is an expensive undertaking and takes.
several years to accomplish. That fact, combined
with limited organic acreage and pastureland,
means shortages of organic ingredients and raw
materials — including organic feed for animals

— are quite common. Together, these problems
present substantial production and cost obstacles
to food manufacturers looking to increase organic
food production and fulfill consumer demand.
Here's where the USDA's National Certified
Transitional Program (NCTP)!® comes into play.
Becoming certified in the NCTP is a pathway to

slice of bread.
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moving to organic methods, but aren't

completely there yet. The NCTP is separate from
the National Organic Program!s, which began in
2002. The transitional status will follow standards
set by the Organic Trade Association, and allow for
increased supply-chain prices, as well as increased
access to ingredients. As more farmers convert to
organics, the prevalence of the 'transitional’ seal on
products will increase and become more familiar
to consumers.

The nuances of product labelling
terms are lost on consumers
Consumers look to food labels to help inform
their purchases, yet there is much confusion
over exactly what different labelling terms
actually mean — and that's especially true when
it comes to terms like 'organic’, 'natural’, and
'non-GMO' - all of which are frequently confused
as being equivalent. A Consumer Reports survey
conducted in 2016 found that more people
purchase 'natural’ foods (73%) than organic
foods (58%). This may not be surprising, given
that there is no FDA definition for 'natural’ as
it applies to processed food products (and only
a loose USDA definition that refers to minimal
processing for meat and poultry products).
Therefore food manufacturers can quite easily
label a product 'natural' and it's more prevalent
than the ‘organic’ label, which requires adherence
to a large and strict list of standards!’. No doubt,
there are consumers who think that ‘natural’
foods are, in fact, organic’®, or that they are free
from genetically modified organisms (GMOs) or
hormones — but in all those instances they'd be
wrong. (Some consumers even confuse 'local’
products with ‘organic’). As for GMO labelling,
the presence of the 'Non-GMO Verified' label also
does not mean the product is organic (though the
reverse is true — organic products cannot contain
GMO ingredients). What it does mean is that the
product has gone through the verification process
whereby at-risk ingredients are tested for genetic
engineering, and that the product contains
0.9% or fewer genetically-modified ingredients.
Unlike the USDA Organic seal, the presence of the
Non-GMO Verified logo does not address any of
the myriad other product characteristics that fall
under the organic seal standards (such as humane
animal treatment, the use of synthetic pesticides
and fertilizers, or the administration of antibiotics
to animals).

Consumer confusion over organic foods,
labels and the role that these foods play in their
diets is not surprising. Since the ultimate goal
is a varied diet rich in nutrients, consumers need
to find the approach that works best for them
and allows for consumption of a wholesome,
balanced diet. B



