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Wholesome, authentic, unadulterated, high quality – how processed 
do you want your organic food?

Andrew Whitley has chaired the Soil Association’s Processing Standards Committee for the past three years.  His award-winning book Bread Matters - the state of modern bread and a definitive guide to baking your own (Fourth Estate 2006) revealed how processing can affect the integrity of our basic food.  Here he discusses whether organic principle and processing practice can ever be reconciled.
When I tell people what their daily bread really contains, their reaction varies from a resigned acceptance that strange additives are involved, to annoyance that some things – the so-called ‘processing aids’ – do not have to be declared on the label.  But jaws drop furthest when I point out that the organic bread made by the big bakeries almost always contains hidden enzymes.  The assumption made by most consumers is that organic food doesn’t contain additives, declared or otherwise.  In such gaps between consumer perception and industry practice lies a threat to the whole organic project.  

What is the problem? 
You could argue that the organic movement has communicated its values more effectively than its standards.  But it is hardly surprising that a public subjected to decades of scares and food industry scandals should embrace an alternative based on the values – to quote IFOAM’s Principles of Organic Agriculture – of health, ecology, fairness and care.  And when even the most limited explanation of organics, as contained in the preamble to the revised EU Regulation 834/2007, says -
Organic processed products should be produced by the use of processing methods which guarantee that the organic integrity and vital qualities of the product are maintained through all stages of the production chain (para 19)

Most consumers would assume that this meant no additives, no over-refinement and no manipulation of the kind that sees undeclared enzymes used to soften the texture and extend the shelf-life of bread.  

Recent research into the health effects of synthetic food colourings has once again raised the whole question of food additives and in the fall-out of heightened public exposure, the danger is that their presence also in organic products – albeit in much smaller numbers – could lead to a reduction of public confidence in the organic market.   

Hype or hypocrisy?

‘Organic’ moved from the realm of values and ethics to that of law with the 1992 EC Regulation.  By codifying the rules of entry to the market that had grown up around organic food, the Regulation recognised the limited availability of inputs in both the production and processing sectors.  As the market grew, the list of permitted non-organic ingredients and additives slowly shrank.  But when large industrial food processors (and multiple retailers) started taking an interest they sought to ‘conventionalise’ the organic market and to subjugate its founding values of sustainability and naturalness to the orthodox claims of shareholder supremacy.    

If processing standards do no more than define ‘organic’ as ‘conventional but with organic ingredients’, they may play to a food culture of advertising-led, manipulated overconsumption that is at odds with the organic principles of health and care.  The question boils down to ‘should an organic processor be making this product?’  If we don’t ask this question in processing standards, we can hardly claim that they reflect our core principles and values.  If we do, we enter the minefield of personal choice and may run up against the assumed freedom for food producers in a market economy to sell anything as long as it doesn’t actually poison the customer.

What can be done to bring organic practice in line with principle?
The Soil Association standards have a preamble that recommends that organic foods should be ‘wholesome, authentic, unadulterated and of high quality’.    But these are still only principles.  The challenge is to translate them into practice in a climate dominated by the very different ethics of ‘de-regulation’ and ‘competitiveness’.   

One way to encourage adoption of these principles might be to extend the ‘risk-based’ approach to certification that is increasingly used, for instance, to ensure traceability, adequate separation of organic and non-organic processing or transparent labelling.  Licensees could be required to evaluate every product they make in accordance with basic organic principles.   They might be encouraged to do this if they knew that the mandatory standards were also, by planned stages and with the democratic participation of all parties, converging with the core values that underlie them.  

The organic movement has inspiring and coherent principles.  If we don’t try to live by them, we can hardly expect others to take them – or us – seriously.

For information on Andrew Whitley’s organic activities and baking courses, see www.breadmatters.com

© Andrew Whitley 2007

© Andrew Whitley 2007


