
Organic: An Introduction to its Benefits
Let’s begin with some definitions! According to the U.S. Department of Agriculture¹ 
(USDA), organic refers to foods that adhere to strict growing protocols, including no use of 
prohibited synthetic fertilizers and pesticides 2. The soil in which produce is grown cannot 
have banned substances 3 applied to it for a minimum of three years prior to harvest. In 
addition, animals used to produce organic meat, dairy products, or eggs cannot be treated 
with antibiotics or growth hormones. Organic certification requires farms to submit their 
practices annually to the USDA and undergo inspections to ensure all aspects of their 
production meet federal guidelines. For a better understanding of what is not considered 
organic, check out Organic 101 from the USDA2. For more information on how the National 
List of Allowed and Prohibited Substances is changed via petition, visit the USDA’s website 
on regulations 4. 

Why is Organic Better?
● Soil

○ Organic, no-till farming methods, like those advocated by the Rodale Institute ⁵, 
help conserve topsoil.  Many conventional approaches to farming cause extreme 
loss of soil. The amount and quality (nutrients present and composition) of soil 
is critical to crop production and feeding growing human populations. In 
traditional farming, soil is lost at the rate of about 6 tons/acre/year. And it takes 
about 100 years to regenerate just one millimeter of soil!  Conserving what we 
currently have is crucial to the future of our farms and food supply⁶.

● Biodiversity
○ Organic farming helps simultaneously adopt biodiversity conservation efforts  

by utilizing more environmentally conscious practices. Organic agriculture 
reduces the amount of synthetic chemical pesticides added to the environment, 
which lessens the harm done to native plants, pollinators, and other wildlife⁷. 
Permaculture and agroforestry are other options that help invest in healthy 
ecosystems. 

● Water 
○ Synthetic fertilizers often used in traditional farming can contaminate our 

waterways. Fertilizers end up in local water supplies via runoff from large rain 
storms (and extreme weather events increase in frequency as humans continue 
negatively impacting climate change ⁸) and can lead to nutrient imbalances in 
larger water systems, which cause anoxic environments and “dead zones”⁶- 
places in the water where animal life cannot survive.  Sometimes, these 
fertilizers also cause red tides and other toxic algal blooms that can be deadly to 
humans.

https://www.usda.gov/
https://www.usda.gov/media/blog/2012/03/22/organic-101-what-usda-organic-label-means
https://www.ecfr.gov/cgi-bin/text-idx?c=ecfr&SID=9874504b6f1025eb0e6b67cadf9d3b40&rgn=div6&view=text&node=7:3.1.1.9.32.7&idno=7
https://www.usda.gov/media/blog/2012/03/22/organic-101-what-usda-organic-label-means
https://www.ams.usda.gov/rules-regulations/organic/national-list
https://rodaleinstitute.org/why-organic/organic-farming-practices/organic-no-till/
https://www.huffpost.com/entry/organic-food-healthy-planet_b_2125078
https://greentumble.com/how-organic-agriculture-increases-biodiversity/
https://www.epa.gov/climate-indicators/weather-climate
https://www.huffpost.com/entry/organic-food-healthy-planet_b_2125078


● Human Health
○ Non-organic additives, like pesticides, are harmful to human health via ingestion 

of toxic chemicals through residue consumption or environmental exposure 
(inhaling pesticides after they are sprayed over a crop field). There are also 
problems with the use of antibiotics in meat and its by-products, for it leads to 
the creation of “super-bacteria” that are resistant to treatment⁹.

The GMO Debate
Genetically Modified Organisms (GMO) are plants, animals, or fungi whose DNA have 
been altered using genetic engineering¹⁰. GMOs can help to mitigate global hunger by 
engineering foods to be resistant to droughts, unharmed by pests, and produce greater crop 
yields¹¹. For such results to occur, organisms are genetically engineered with the genes of 
another organism to create a variant that would not occur naturally ¹⁰. 

Such strides forward in food science come with their fair share of objectionable and 
environmentally destructive practices. Many GM seeds are marketed as being 
pesticide-resistant, which allows farmers to douse their fields with large amounts of toxic 
chemicals. Not only do these chemicals harm native plants and animals (especially 
pollinators) and humans, but they also create pesticide-resistant weeds, damaging insects, 
fungi, and bacteria, which necessitates the use of more extreme toxic chemicals to produce 
the same effect. Large companies which own and manufacture GM seeds, such as Monsanto, 
profit off of the environmental havoc they cause through the promise of quick solutions at 
the expense of the land and the farmers who work it.

Injustice for Farmers
Many farmers are forced to purchase genetically modified seeds in order to grow enough 
produce to make a profit. Although these seeds have been engineered to produce greater 
yields, they have left farmers increasingly indebted to large corporations. Many farmers 
have and continue to face incredible debt to agro-giants, while other small farms that have 
shut down due to large scale competitors. This control over the market has led to an increase 
in farmer death, which is especially heavy in India where over 12,000 farmer suicides have 
occurred every year since 2013¹². Farmers coming from primarily lower classes and castes 
being subject to corporate farming practices has created an exponential increase in poverty 
and dependence on GMOs. 

Environmental racism is yet another form of environmental injustice that occurs in our food 
systems. People of color are systematically denied or delayed in receiving farm loans¹³. 
This, in addition to not having the ability to utilize credit annually, creates immense hurdles 
for black and brown farmers who try to sell their produce on their own, a form of 
discrimination that white farmers do not endure¹³.

https://foodrevolution.org/blog/why-choose-organic/
https://www.nationalgeographic.org/encyclopedia/genetically-modified-organisms/
https://www.eoi.es/blogs/guillermojoselatorre/2014/02/27/gmos-solution-or-problem/
https://www.nationalgeographic.org/encyclopedia/genetically-modified-organisms/
https://timesofindia.indiatimes.com/india/over-12000-farmer-suicides-per-year-centre-tells-supreme-court/articleshow/58486441.cms
https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2019/apr/29/why-have-americas-black-farmers-disappeared
https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2019/apr/29/why-have-americas-black-farmers-disappeared


Food Injustice
Fresh and organic food can be inaccessible to people in lower income communities - both 
because of its price and because of a lack of availability. Many people in this country don’t 
live close to places that offer healthy or nutritious food, and so they are limited to the food 
that is available at local corner stores or fast food chains. Food deserts are geographic areas 
where access to healthy food options are restricted or absent due to a lack of grocery stores 
within a reasonable distance from one’s home¹⁴. Approximately 2.3 million people (~2.2% 
of U.S. households) live over a mile away from a grocery store and do not own a car. Most 
of these people are lower income and/or persons of color ¹⁵.

Fresh food costs more than packaged foods and provide fewer calories per dollar. Indeed, 
the price of fatty foods dropped 26% from 1989 to 2005 while the price of fruits and 
vegetables rose ~75%¹⁴. Such packaged foods are also shelf-stable for longer periods of 
time, allowing a store to have minimal fear of products spoiling and, in turn, losing a profit. 
When people receive less nutritious foods, it negatively impacts their health and puts them 
at risk for obesity, heart disease, diabetes, and other such conditions. We are moving 
continually further away from environmentally and health-conscious consumption in the 
pursuit of cheaper and faster options to feed a growing human population.

In addition to the inequalities in food availability and nutrition, people of color and those of 
lesser income are systematically put at a greater exposure to pesticides¹⁶. Farm workers are 
often paid minimum wage or less (under the table), and they are the ones who are exposed 
to toxic pesticides in the greatest amount.  These pesticides have been shown to increase 
people’s likelihood of getting cancer, asthma, and other respiratory illnesses.

https://foodispower.org/access-health/food-deserts/
https://hub.jhu.edu/magazine/2014/spring/racial-food-deserts/
https://foodispower.org/access-health/food-deserts/
https://www.beyondpesticides.org/assets/media/documents/documents/RacePovertyPesticides072009.pdf


Vegan & Vegetarianism
Meat production causes ⅕ of global emissions and the adoption of a plant-based diet helps 
reduce these outputs. Comparatively, plant production requires fewer resources and less energy 
than meat production. The meat industry uses vast expanses of land to house animals, which 
also require immense amounts of food be grown to feed them and fresh water to keep them 
hydrated. The byproducts of animal agriculture, such as methane from bovine gas and feces¹⁸, 
pollute our air and waterways. Animal products must be refrigerated during all stages of 
manufacturing, transportation, and storage, which consumes large amounts of greenhouse gas 
generating fossil fuels. 

In fact, animal agriculture is responsible for more greenhouse gas emissions than all forms of 
transportation combined²⁰. The main cause of deforestation remains ranching and creating land 
for livestock grazing. In order to produce enough feed for the animals, massive amounts crops 
need to be grown, harvested, and shipped around the country, using more fossil fuels, before 
they even reach the animals at the farm. Livestock also produce over 100 polluting gases, 
including ammonia and methane²¹. Factory farms are also known to pollute nearby waterways 
and impact nearby drinking water sources due to the billions of pounds of manure created by 
the livestock. These pollutants can also get into waterways further away from farms by seeping 
into groundwater reserves or becoming airborne when sprayed as fertilizers on fields²². 

Additionally, plant based diets often lead to healthier individuals and reductions in chronic 
disease. The Department of Health has found a correlation between eating meat and certain 
cancers, whereas there is evidence that suggests that a plant-based diet aids in the reduction of 
heart disease and some mental health problems²³. 

There are plenty of ways for vegans to get their necessary proteins and other nutrients, such as 
through beans and legumes, which require significantly less water per Kg than animal 
proteins²⁴.

*A vegan/vegetarian diet may not be suitable for everyone. There are many ways to lead a healthy 
and more eco-friendly lifestyle. Please see a doctor or nutritionist for personalized recommendations*

https://www.theguardian.com/us-news/2017/sep/20/north-carolina-hog-industry-pig-farms
https://news.un.org/en/story/2006/11/201222-rearing-cattle-produces-more-greenhouse-gases-driving-cars-un-report-warns
https://www.independent.co.uk/environment/climate-change/cow-emissions-more-damaging-to-planet-than-co2-from-cars-427843.html
https://www.vegansociety.com/go-vegan/environment/water-requirements
https://www.sustainweb.org/sustainablefood/meat_and_dairy_products_less_is_more/
https://www.waterfootprint.org/media/downloads/Hoekstra-2008-WaterfootprintFood.pdf


Choose Local
The source location(s) of your food can also impact its sustainability. Let’s look at how a 
simple food, quinoa, impacts the environment through its transportation.

Quinoa: A Case Study
Quinoa, a grain native to Peru and Bolivia, has become a popular food in recent years. 
Although quinoa offers many health benefits, the demand for quinoa has caused it to 
become the primary food grown and harvested in the region. This once local staple food has 
become too expensive for the native people to consume due to its newfound market value²⁵. 
In 2015, 53% of Bolivia’s quinoa exports were shipped to the United States²⁶, roughly 4,300 
miles away. 

Transportation:
Transporting a good from far away adds to the global pollution problems we continue to 
face. Foods grown nearby often require minimal transportation and storage, but imported 
foods consume massive amounts of fossil fuels in transportation and refrigeration, leading to 
the production of a significant amount of greenhouse gas emissions. 

Community Supported Agriculture (CSAs)
Choosing to eat locally grown food from family farms also helps small and organic farmers 
stay in business and remain competitive against agricultural giants, and promotes the local 
economy²⁷. A way to ensure your support of local farms is through participation in CSA 
programs, which often come in the form of shares of seasonal and organic produce. These 
organizations bring people together, work to help keep the community healthy, and promote 
sustainable farming. You can find CSAs near you at Local Harvest²⁹.

https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2013/jan/16/vegans-stomach-unpalatable-truth-quinoa
https://nacla.org/news/2015/12/23/do-you-know-where-your-quinoa-comes
https://foodrevolution.org/blog/why-buy-local-food/
https://www.localharvest.org/csa/


Education
Documentaries:

Food Waste: Just Eat It, available on Kanopy¹
Seed: The Untold Story, available on Kanopy²
Food Forward: Sustainable Solutions to America's Food Challenges (PBS) available 
on Kanopy, including episodes:
1. The Meat of the Matter³
2. Go Fish!, Modern Milk⁴, & 
3. Food (Justice) for All⁵

Books:
Animal Vegetable Miracle: A Year of Food Life by Barbara Kingsolver (2007)
The Omnivore’s Dilemma by Michael Pollan  (2006)

Websites to check out:
FoodTank⁶ - A think tank on food and sustainability
Sustain⁷ - The Alliance for Better Food and Farming

Action
Make a shopping list before you go to the grocery store. Eating what you already have at 
home first and sticking to a list while shopping will help you avoid food waste and save 
money. Consider adding a “eat me first” label in your fridge to remind you to finish those 
leftovers and cook those veggies before they spoil.

Eat more organic and locally sourced foods. Although there will not be a CSA pick-up spot 
at the CSE this summer, for those interested in purchasing a Lancaster Fresh Farm Co-Op 
share, there are other pick up locations throughout the county and LFFC is also offering at 
home delivery! If you are interested in local and organic produce, eggs, breads, and other 
delectables, check out their website⁸.

Make more plant-based meals (if that’s possible for your body). Motivating options can 
include (but are not limited to) Meatless Mondays⁹, having at least one vegan/vegetarian 
meal a day, or trying out a vegetarian or vegan diet altogether!

Volunteer at local farms! LocalHarvest¹⁰ acts as an online resource to help locate organic 
farms, farmers markets, and restaurants that might be in need of additional help near you.

Start a home garden and grow your own food! Here’s a list¹¹ of foods that are easier to grow 
in one’s apartment if you’re low on space.

https://fandm.kanopy.com/video/just-eat-it
https://fandm.kanopy.com/video/seed-untold-story-1
https://fandm.kanopy.com/video/meat-matter
https://fandm.kanopy.com/video/go-fish
https://fandm.kanopy.com/video/modern-milk
https://fandm.kanopy.com/video/food-justice-all
https://foodtank.com/
https://www.nature.com/natsustain/
https://lancasterfarmfresh.com/
https://www.mondaycampaigns.org/meatless-monday
https://www.localharvest.org
https://www.localharvest.org/
https://dengarden.com/gardening/edible-plants-you-can-grow-in-your-apartment


Looking Ahead
The CSE has just completed its’ first Virtual Book Club, with participants reading Spillover 
(2013) by David Quammen. The e-book is available via the F&M Library for those still 
interested in reading it on their own time. Quammen explores the likelihood of an 
animal-sourced pandemic, fitting for our current pandemic, and his insights from studying 
other zoonotic viruses.  

The next Virtual Book Club will begin the week of July 6th as we read The Home Place, 
Memoirs of a Colored Man's Love Affair with Nature by Drew Lenham. This book explores 
how Lenham’s love for nature and experiences in the American South were influenced by 
his identity as an African American ornithologist. Lenham’s work illuminates the racial 
disparities present in environmental studies and sciences in addition to how one’s race plays 
a role in access to the outdoors based on his personal experiences as a professor, scientist, 
and outdoor enthusiast. Lenham will also be the CSE’s Common Hour speaker this 
September, and will join the book club to discuss his book.

Please check your email for instructions on signing up for this edition of the CSE’s Virtual 
Book Club!

Our next Greenmail issue will be coming out soon and will be covering the environmental 
and human health impacts of waste and disposal of all kinds, from recycling to composting 
to landfilling to incineration. This installment will also include an interview about 
composting with F&M’s Sustainability Coordinator, Tom Simpson!

About the Author: Glory (They/Them)
Glory designs the CSE’s newsletters and works for the CSE as a trip leader for the Outdoor 
Gear Rental Program, as a FOOT Leader, and as a student representative on
F&M’s Sustainability Committee. Glory is a lifelong vegetarian and has been 
a vegan for the past five years. Their most recent read is “The Color Purple,” 
by Alice Walker.

Questions? Comments?
Do you have questions about the intersections between food and sustainability? No matter 
how big or small, we can help! Send them to gjacquat@fandm.edu and we’ll respond. With 
your permission, we may even answer them in a future newsletter.  If you have thoughts 
about future segments or stories about how you’ve become more sustainable during the 
pandemic, we’d love to hear them! Write to us at gjacquat@fandm.edu and we’ll get back to 
you. Until next time, stay safe, friends.

mailto:gjacquat@fandm.edu
mailto:gjacquat@fandm.edu
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