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Introduction

IN A CORNER of Atlanta, a factory quietly relieves itself. Columns of gray smoke billow from its overfull belly, creating the only mark in an otherwise clear blue sky. The population below accepts the factory as a necessary evil. Some people even like the factory, thankful that it provides so many jobs. Some just ignore it. But there is more to the smokestack than meets the eye.

At the top of the tower sits a small box. Invisible to anyone below, the box constantly monitors the tower, day and night, rain or shine. This box tells the people in the factory what comes out of the tower. This box costs a great deal of money to install. It costs a great deal of money to monitor. It will cost a great deal to replace when it breaks, and it will, eventually, break.

The people who run this factory don’t want this box in their tower. It slows them down, catches their mistakes, impedes their progress, and costs them time and money. But most of us outside of the factory are happy that the box is there. We like to know that the factory keeps tabs on the waste that exits the tower—waste that could cause acid rain and global warming, potentially devastating our environment and ruining our health. We like to know that if something is wrong the factory will shut down. We like to think that this makes our lives better. But does it?

In Iowa, stalks of corn grow tall in a field that stretches as far as the eye can see. A farmer sighs and smiles, happy that his plants are strong and prices are good. He didn’t have to spray for insects at all this year, thanks to the seed he planted, which contained new genes that scientists have introduced into the corn, and for which the farmer paid extra money. The fact that he used this corn also means that he won’t be able to save any seed from the corn he grew this year to replant next year. He is confident that having the cure to what were once devastating insect problems is worth it. But is this farmer’s cure worse than the problem it solves?

In a suburb of Charlotte, North Carolina, a young mother walks into a supermarket intent on purchasing some vegetables for dinner. Her eyes scan to the right and to the left while she picks up a bag to hold the tomatoes she has selected. And then she stops and puts them back. There, just down the aisle, is a bin labeled USDA Organic. She goes over and selects some fine-looking produce, happy that she has avoided exposing her children to carcinogenic pesticides. But has she?

In a Philadelphia suburb, a man enters a nice two-story home and closes the door tightly behind him. He greets his wife, takes out the garbage, and checks the messages on his answering machine. Hearing nothing of consequence, he continues his evening ritual. Entering the basement, he is enveloped by a bright light emanating from a far corner. Walking down the steps he notes how splendidly his crop is growing. There is a constant hum as water and nutrients are pumped into and out of horizontally oriented tubs set against a far wall. Hanging from the ceiling above the tubs is a row of high-intensity lights providing the energy for the crop whose roots dwell in a nutrient solution while its leaves reach for this artificial sun. Only a weed could prosper so well on this herbal equivalent of life support; and weed is exactly what’s growing here, forced into this dungeon because the outside world doesn’t want it around. But is the world singling out this plant unfairly?

For almost 250 years, our government has been involved in making laws that govern the way we live. These laws are intended to make our lives better, our society richer, and our planet safer. Many of these laws are consistent with common sense: don’t kill anybody and don’t take property that doesn’t belong to you. But some are a little kooky: in Pennsylvania it’s illegal to sing in the bathtub, and in New Hampshire you can’t sell the clothes you’re currently wearing to pay off a gambling debt. With some laws it’s immediately obvious that they will have a positive impact, but with others it takes years to discover what their impact will be. Indeed, even after a law’s consequences have been realized some people may still argue whether the law had a negative or a positive effect on our society (do Pennsylvanians benefit or suffer from their lack of bathtub singing?). Governmental policies that deal with our environment almost invariably fall into the latter category. It is the government that requires towers to have apparatus for measuring emissions. It is the government that certifies food as organic. It is the government that restricts the growth and sale of genetically modified plants. And it is the government that restricts growing certain plants at all. Are these policies helpful or harmful to our society and environment? There is no single answer, and that, in a nutshell, is what this book is about.

As the government conducts its business, righting our environmental wrongs and helping the economy in the process, something is often lost in the mix: how all these changes affect us, the citizens. This is a shame, because when it comes right down to it, it’s our backyards, lawns, gardens, and even dinners that are at the center of the environmental debate. Something as obscure as how plant patent laws are written and interpreted can affect whether you’re eating genetically modified corn tonight. If the government restricts pesticide use, it’s going to be your backyard that is covered with dandelions. If you live in a neighborhood with restrictions on what constitutes an acceptable lawn, you could go to jail for letting yours die. There is no escaping governmental control. If we don’t appreciate and understand where this control comes from, then we’re not going to be able to do anything about it.

Discussing Politics

They say that there are two things you should never discuss: one is religion, and the other is politics. We beg to differ. We have made our livings as a political scientist and a plant scientist, and these are the realms where we are most comfortable. And within these realms we see misunderstanding and paranoia drive governmental policy toward our environment. This is wrong. Policy needs to be driven by something stronger: facts, and consideration for all sides involved, not just the self-interest of an individual, a company, or even an environmental group.

A person’s politics are, fundamentally, their opinions and thoughts about governmental policy. It is not only appropriate, but also necessary for us to enter into discussions about politics to understand the reasons why policy is made and how policy can affect us and the world around us. So many books are written that promote a political agenda without appreciating the arguments from the other side. This is not one of them. If you like your opinions and don’t think that appreciating the other side of an argument is important, then we encourage you to put this book down right now, because it wasn’t written for you. This is a book for uniters, not dividers. It’s for those of you who want to understand the other side of the argument even though you may not be able to agree with it.

Your political leanings are driven by your values. If you value “naturally grown” foods, then you may cheer when a judge stops the use of alfalfa that is genetically modified so that it can’t be killed by the herbicide Roundup. On the other hand, if you are a farmer who grows alfalfa, then you probably value higher yields and lower costs of production, so you may well find yourself on the other side of this argument. Likewise, if you value food that hasn’t been treated with synthetic pesticides, then you may have been pleased when the government passed a set of rules that dictated what may and may not be used by producers if they are going to sell food as USDA Certified Organic. But if you think that the government’s rules that proclaim a food to be organic do little to promote sustainable, local production of agriculture, you would probably be less enthused about government certification. Or perhaps you don’t care. The silent majority comes into play in almost all policymaking because politicians try their hardest to anticipate what will motivate this large and silent group to act (or more precisely, to vote). Most people don’t know enough to care or don’t care enough to know about many of the policies being made. They just go with the flow. This book is intended for people who want to make educated decisions about where they stand on the environmental policy questions that confront our government today and in the foreseeable future. Making these decisions based on facts that are, admittedly, imperfect isn’t easy to do, but for citizens of a civilized society, it is a necessity.



This is a book for uniters, not dividers. It’s for those of you who want to understand the other side of the argument even though you may not be able to agree with it.



Polarized Politics

Unease in talking about politics (or religion) is usually due to a person’s desire to stay on good terms with friends, neighbors, co-workers, family members, or anyone else with whom the person regularly interacts. Politics is contentious and sometimes downright divisive. In fact, there’s good reason to believe that discussing environmental issues has become more difficult for Americans over the past decade because environmental issues have increasingly become a source of division between the Democratic and Republican parties and thus between our associates who align themselves with a different party than we do.

Gallup public opinion polls clearly show how our environmental opinions increasingly reflect our political party affiliation. In 1998, Democrats and Republicans were equally likely to believe that global warming had already had an effect on the environment. By 2009, however, 76 percent of Democrats thought that it had, while Republicans were actually somewhat less likely to think so than they had been a decade earlier (41 percent in 2009 to 46 percent in 1998). Similarly, in 1998, Republicans were only slightly more likely than Democrats (34 percent to 23 percent, a difference of 11 points) to think that the media was exaggerating global warming; by 2009, the difference was 41 points (59 percent of Republicans to 18 percent of Democrats). Where there had once been a mix of pro-environment and pro-development voters in both parties, now pro-environment voters have largely shifted to the Democratic Party and pro-development voters have shifted toward the Republican Party.

This polarization of public opinion on environmental issues has a direct consequence for politicians. If Democratic and Republican voters are dividing sharply on environmental issues, Democratic and Republican politicians need to appeal to very different groups of voters to win nomination for office in party primaries. In Democratic Party primaries, candidates in most areas of the country certainly want to be seen as “green” and to have the endorsements of environmental groups. In Republican primaries, being “green” can be a liability, as the conservative activists and the business and development activists are quite suspicious of the claims of environmentalists and fearful of the costs that government environmental regulations impose. Given our primary system of elections, politicians will polarize in ways similar to the voters.

Back in the “good old days” of greater bipartisan cooperation on the environment, President Theodore Roosevelt, a Republican, led the charge to protect wild lands from development by creating national parks and monuments. The Environmental Protection Agency was created in 1970, during Richard Nixon’s Republican administration, with a strong push from a Democratic Congress. Republican President George H. W. Bush and a Democratic Congress cooperated to pass the 1990 Clean Air Act. But cooperation between the two parties on environmental issues has ebbed dramatically. From 1970 to 1998, the voting records of Democrats were on average only 20 points more pro-environment than those of Republicans on a 100-point voting scale (100 = solidly pro-environment; 0 = pro-pollution), according to the League of Conservation Voters. From 1998 to 2005, however, the 20- point gap became a 70-point gulf. The Democrats consistently attempt to appeal to liberal “green” voters who participate in the Democratic primaries, while the Republicans consistently attempt to appeal to conservative, pro-development voters who vote in Republican primaries.

These trends on the environment mirror a broader ideological sorting of the parties, with Democrats consistently voting liberal and Republicans consistently voting conservative. It’s true that in practice the need to serve one’s constituents can, and often does, trump ideological purism. Although a Democratic senator may be opposed to, say, excessive greenhouse gases as a rule, that same senator would like to minimize the economic impact of a law limiting their production on businesses in his or her state. Similarly, although a Republican senator may be infatuated with the idea of letting businesses make their own decisions about handling their toxic wastes, that same senator will aggressively seek government funding to help pay for the cleanup of a spill in their home state. Still, it’s apparent that it’s harder for Democrats and Republicans in Congress to cooperate in making environmental laws because they increasingly see the world very differently and are responding to very different constituencies.

Polarization on the environment is not just a matter of party politics. It’s also based on the fact that the mix of environmental issues that we face has changed. Early environmental laws focused on broad goals that were highly popular—saving scenic places and cleaning the air and water—rather than the means or the costs of achieving them. Today, the problems seem much more complex. If we have difficulty understanding global climate patterns, how can we predict with confidence the ecological and economic effects of our efforts to control them? Genetically modified organisms seem pretty safe at the moment, and they reduce the use of dangerous pesticides, but will we ultimately find that they are “Frankenfoods” that damage human or ecological health? Today’s environmental issues practically define the word uncertainty, which makes decisions hard for those who live in the political world where one wrong move can lose an election.

The result of these changes in American politics is that there are fewer environmental laws being passed by Congress. Political scientists Christopher Klyza and David Sousa (2008) report that only two out of forty-five major environmental laws were passed between 1991 and 2006: the California Desert Protection Act (1994) and the Food Quality Protection Act (1996). In contrast, twenty-three major environmental laws passed between 1964 and 1980. The other twenty laws were passed prior to 1964. Although the writers of the U.S. Constitution wanted to make it hard to pass new laws—to discourage people from using the power of government to benefit themselves at the expense of their neighbors—the way politics is practiced today takes the Founders’ desire for slow motion to extreme lengths.

Rating Policies: The Left and the Right

To quantify the differences between the liberals and the conservatives, we’ve created a rating system. For each policy alternative we put forward, we explain which side is likely to favor or disfavor the policy and why, and then we rate their position. The more stars the policy receives (up to five), the more strongly that alternative is favored by that ideological camp:

[image: image] Ideal policy
[image: image] Highly favorable
[image: image] It’s acceptable
[image: image] Dislike it
[image: image] NO

In general, left-wing environmental policies favor strict government regulation of business. This preference is based on the assumption that businesses are only motivated by short-term profits, and will always seek to get out of their civic responsibility to keep the environment clean and its inhabitants (including us) safe if it costs them more money. Businesses cannot be trusted to act responsibly, so government must tell them what to do and how to do it, and must monitor them closely to make sure they comply. Left-wingers are more likely to adhere to the precautionary principle, which states that we should err on the side of protecting the environment even when incontrovertible cause-and-effect evidence that something damages the environment doesn’t exist. They are also more willing to take economically costly actions to restrict potentially harmful practices even if it hasn’t been proven that these practices cause detriment, and despite the economic effects that restricting these practices will have on our American businesses. They tend to favor regulation by the federal government based on the belief that state and local governments don’t have the power or the backbone to take on their own major employers (but they’ll make an exception when state regulations are tougher than federal regulations). While left-wingers favor active government intervention in the economy, they generally believe government should “butt out” of decisions regarding personal freedoms that don’t affect one’s neighbors. They tend to be more tolerant than right-wingers of marijuana use, for example, and less tolerant of homeowners’ associations whose rules promote conformity and property values more than public health and safety.

Right-wing environmental policies tend to favor inaction, especially when it is unclear whether a particular activity causes damage. When they do favor action they tend to trust the businesses or individuals to do the right thing, believing that the same environmental goals can be achieved at less cost if the government stays out of it and allows businesses some flexibility. They prefer cooperative arrangements in which businesses decide for themselves what the most effective and economically efficient methods would be for them to meet environmental goals. Generally, right-wingers prefer state and local government action to federal government action, but they are willing to accept national standards if they are less costly to business than trying to meet the differing requirements imposed by fifty different states. Although right-wingers want government to leave us alone when we act as consumers or business people, they are happy to have government assertively promote “community standards.” In some cases, this is literal, as when a homeowners’ association board imposes their standards on an entire neighborhood. In other cases, community standards are essentially interchangeable with so-called traditional moral values. For example, right-wingers tend to favor the government restricting people’s ability to grow or use marijuana, or have homosexual relationships.

In terms of the costs of protecting and cleaning up the environment, both left-wingers and right-wingers are willing to accept some government incentives. Right-wingers tend to favor tax breaks; left-wingers prefer direct subsidies.

With such different sets of beliefs on environmental issues, Democrats and Republicans just don’t find that much common ground on which to compromise. The sad fact is that rather than addressing our national problems, the goal is often denying the other side any political victory. And even after we get beyond these partisan problems we are still left with the obstacles that the authors of the Constitution purposely put in our way to make policy change difficult: a long legislative process requiring the passage of laws by two chambers representing different constituencies (entire states vs. small districts), the presidential veto, and the courts.

How to Use This Book

Over the next two hundred and fifty pages or so we’re going to take you on a tour of what, exactly, the government has done and could do about our environment. The first chapter lays out the landscape by explaining why and how politicians and other participants in the policy-making process use and misuse scientific information. The ten chapters that follow look at some of the most important issues facing our environment today. Each chapter focuses on a separate issue, setting out the essential scientific information, governmental policies, policy options (with the left-wing and right-wing ratings), and the bottom line (our own analysis). We don’t provide the ultimate answers—we don’t tell you to stop driving cars or to start growing marijuana—but we do evaluate and separate the data, policies, and rhetoric, giving a better, clearer basis for you to decide what the government should do about marijuana, carbon dioxide, biofuels, and everything else that affects this beautiful blue and green sphere on which we live.


CHAPTER 1

Science, Political Science, and
the Science of Politics

AL GORE PROCLAIMS it an “inconvenient truth” that the planet is warming, that humans are causing it, and that the result will cause catastrophic human and environmental suffering. What’s your immediate reaction? Did you say, “Darn right,” or did you roll your eyes and exhale loudly in exasperation?

Sarah Palin counters that global warming is due to “natural, cyclical environmental trends.” What’s your immediate reaction? Did you say, “You betcha” or “Thank God someone has some common sense,” or did you roll your eyes and start to snicker?

For better or worse, this contrast between Al Gore and Sarah Palin illustrates the kind of exposure many Americans have to the science of climate change. All too often, our view of science is obtained through the opinions of partisan politicians or political commentators in the media. Our evaluation of the science and the related policies has little to do, therefore, with the actual science or the actual content of the policies, but a lot to do with whether we like the politics of the person who makes the statement. If we don’t like Democrats generally or Al Gore specifically, global warming must be a big hoax intended to allow big government to gain control over our lives. And the scientists who say it’s real are obviously liberal ivory-tower elitists who have no common sense or clue about how the real world works. If tree-hugging, Birkenstock-wearing, latte-sipping, Volvo-driving yuppies are for it, real Americans must oppose it. And fortunately other real Americans are just like us.

On the flip side, if we don’t like Republicans generally or Sarah Palin specifically, we conclude that global warming skeptics are ignorant or too ideologically rigid to face the facts. And the scientists who are skeptical of global warming have been bought off by the oil companies or other corporations that fund their research. If gun-totin’, Bible thumpin’, pickup drivin’ rednecks are for it, real Americans must oppose it. And fortunately other real Americans are just like us.

As we saw in the introduction, the politics of the environment has become increasingly polarized. It’s not surprising that we rely on our parties and our ideologies to evaluate the merits of public policy. It’s a bit more disturbing that, increasingly, we seem to be incapable of agreeing on the underlying facts and we come to see any science-based assertions made by the other side as a distortion or downright abuse of the scientific process.

These concerns raise the question of how science is used and misused in politics. Throughout this book, we’ll confront some issues (such as global warming) in which discussion of the science has been swept up in the larger, ideological tug-of-war between the parties and their supporters. In other areas (such as alternative energy and biotechnology), however, we’ll see that ideological lines are less clear—or perhaps the electoral stakes are lower—so that the science gets greater consideration on its own merits.

Our government implements policies that are, on the surface, based on protecting you, the environment, and your garden. Sometimes these policies are based on good science, and sometimes they aren’t. When you take the time to really look at the various issues, it is easy to find yourself stunned at how casually science is accepted or rejected depending upon the whims of policymakers. Politicians frequently use scientific results out of context or give the results meaning out of proportion to what was intended by the scientists who conducted the research. The media reports any research that it thinks will draw the public eye regardless of its merits, and often scientists themselves are guilty of overinterpreting their own data. All of these factors sway public opinion, which, in turn, alters the actions of those who govern our country.

How Do Policymakers Use Scientific Information?

Political scientist William Browne described politics as “a combination of intellectual argument and emotional hell-raising.” And to most of us, emotional hell-raising does seem to be the dominant method of operation on Capitol Hill, with most decisions apparently resulting from party stances rather than reliable evidence. Politicians tend to cast their votes based on what their constituents care about. Making people happy is what gets them elected, not following good science. Since most politicians generally follow the party line on the most important issues, voters usually know what they are getting when they elect a representative. But for less prominent issues, it’s a bit of a different story.

Most of us are so wrapped up in our pet projects that we don’t know very much about the many issues that our policymakers deal with. What’s more, we probably don’t even care that much about many of them. (Regional dairy compacts, anyone?) It’s probable that the politicians who represent us won’t have a strong ideological or personal preference to guide their decisions regarding these obscure issues, either. This is where members of interest groups who do care and who can effectively communicate their beliefs can have a profound effect. The politician calculates: “If these people can act on this issue now, they might also act based on this issue in the next election and vote for or against me based on what I do. If helping them doesn’t offend any other important group of constituents, it is easier to give them what they want.”

But we don’t want our politicians to just accept what an interest group says. We also want what we think of as intellectual argument to be a substantial part of the decision. We want policies that science has shown to be effective, not just those that are popular with the public or pleasing to a politician’s political allies. We expect public officials to incorporate the results of scientific analyses into their policies. And they do, though there are circumstances under which scientific information is more likely to be incorporated into policy. Unfortunately, there are also incentives for misusing or abusing science in the political process.


MEMBERS of Congress and their staffs operate in a largely oral culture where people are more important than documents. They may not formally use research but they talk to experts and hear about the results of research through testimony at congressional hearings. Politicians like narratives or stories that connect problems, solutions, and real people’s lives. Fitting research into a nice story is important in helping the politician make sense of it and be persuaded by it. It also helps them explain to constituents how and why they voted or took other actions to support or oppose the policy. A marginally talented scientist who can tell a good story about his or her research is much more useful than a brilliant scientist who cannot.



The first hurdle to using scientific research as an aid to policymaking will be immediately obvious if you’ve ever read an article in an academic or professional scientific journal. Scientific publications are nearly (or entirely!) unreadable to nonspecialists because they include so much jargon and so many specialized terms. The incentive for promotion and acclaim in academia—publishing cutting-edge research in specialized professional journals—works against producing research that is accessible to the public and, more importantly, to policymakers. Furthermore, science prizes results that apply across space, time, and conditions. Politicians represent small areas, like states or districts, for a few years. They are more concerned with knowing how policies will affect their constituents now than with understanding the grand, unifying laws of the universe.

Getting to the Truth

The tallest hurdle, however, is that scientific evidence can be contested or modified with future study, and so does not offer the truth. In other words, science doesn’t banish uncertainty. Rather, it often makes us more uncertain and raises more questions. For example, if a study shows us that people who eat organic food are healthier than those who do not, is it because organic food is healthier than conventionally produced food or because health-conscious consumers, who make other healthy lifestyle choices, are more likely to buy it? And even if we can “control” our experiment for the lifestyles of those who are eating organic versus nonorganic food, are the benefits we see the result of reduced pesticide use, organic farmers using different fertilizers than other farmers, or some other factor that we haven’t even thought of? We might also ask whether the researchers measured the health of the people in the study with a reasonable parameter. Should health be measured by visits to the hospital? Cancer rate? Blood pressure?


Despite what people who support one or the other side of a policy usually believe, that policy will, almost invariably, be made without the benefit of indisputable science.



Additionally, studies using different techniques, or carried out under different conditions, produce different results. If dogs treated with a pesticide develop cancer, and mice treated with the same pesticide don’t, then will that pesticide cause cancer in humans? Sometimes the best science we have available just can’t give us the clear picture that we need. Despite what people who support one or the other side of a policy usually believe, that policy will, almost invariably, be made without the benefit of indisputable science.

Environmental science is also one of the most difficult sciences to interpret because it is not a single discipline but rather a conglomeration of many fields, including biology, chemistry, epidemiology, engineering, planning, and economics. Each specialty has its own preferred methods, its own approaches to evaluating evidence and policies, and in many respects, its own worldview. For example, experimental biologists and epidemiologists have approaches that often create very different perspectives on environmental policy. For experimental biologists to conclude that a chemical is toxic to humans they would want to produce evidence from controlled experiments on animals and perhaps human tissues that showed not only that the chemical was toxic, but also what it specifically does to the animal. By contrast, an epidemiologist would examine the amount of chemical in neighborhood water supplies (for example) and correlate it with the number of people in those neighborhoods who were ill. Showing a relationship between the amount of chemical and the amount of illness would be sufficient for them to conclude that the chemical was dangerous. They wouldn’t undertake controlled experiments to discover the mechanism causing the illness before concluding that a public health risk existed. When faced with the choice of how to regulate potentially toxic chemicals, policymakers would be hearing from both the experimental biologists and the epidemiologists, and would have to sort through their potentially different research results, standards of risk, and policy recommendations.


ENVIRONMENTAL policies do not have a jurisdictional home in Congress any more than they have a disciplinary home in academia. Fourteen of twenty-two House committees have some environmental responsibility, along with eleven Senate committees. In addition, there are seventy committees and subcommittees in the House and Senate that deal with some aspect of water policy alone! It is only fair to mention that these committees tend to represent the perspectives (dare we say biases) of the major constituencies they represent. The Agriculture committees tend to support the interests of farmers and agribusiness and their perspective on tobacco, for instance, while the Health subcommittee of the Energy and Commerce Committee opposes this perspective. The consequence is that many hands are involved in deciding most environmental policy questions; building coalitions across committees with so many conflicting perspectives is often a long and arduous process. Furthermore, representatives who are looking to their colleagues for expert advice, for better or worse, may not get a consistent scientific perspective.



Even when scientists agree on methodology and interpretation of the evidence, they can still disagree on how strong the evidence of harm needs to be to require government action. Should the standard be a “reasonable anticipation of harm” or a “conclusive proof of harm”? For which population should the standard apply—the average member of the public, those most sensitive to potential harm (children, the elderly), or those most likely to be exposed to the chemical (usually those who work with it)? Choosing the lower threshold might mean that the government takes costly action that doesn’t protect human health, because the chemical really wasn’t dangerous at the levels humans are exposed to it. Choosing the higher threshold might mean that people die or are seriously injured because we weren’t sufficiently cautious. Similarly, policymakers need to decide which side bears the burden of proof. Does the government (or the critics of a chemical) have to prove that a specific chemical is unsafe before it bans it, or does the manufacturer have to prove it is safe to keep it from being banned? Science can complicate policymaking by showing the need for additional information, rather than producing quick, straightforward answers to the problem.

Even when conflicting data isn’t an issue, science often takes a long time to come up with good answers. Scientific results do not necessarily appear when they would be most useful to policymakers, or in response to social crises when the political demand for solutions is highest. Scientific projections into the future are often based on events of the past. If an event hasn’t occurred yet, then projections into the future could be wildly inaccurate. But politicians are interested in understanding the effects of a policy before the policy goes into effect. Science does not operate on the same timetable as politics, which is centered around elections, crises, and those rare “windows of opportunity” when public opinion, interest group allies, and the politicians in power are all in alignment on an issue.

The Clean Air Act of 1970 is one of the best examples of how our government’s enthusiasm to please its citizens can outstrip the ability of science to provide definitive answers. The 1960s were a time of environmental realization in the United States. Acid rain was beginning to be studied, Rachel Carson’s book Silent Spring was published, and J. I. Rodale’s magazine Organic Gardening was hitting its stride. People were recognizing that what we do can profoundly affect the environment in which we live. In response, Congress passed, and President Richard Nixon signed into law, the Clean Air Act of 1970, which was really a revision of the 1967 Air Quality Act, which had failed to have the desired impact. The Clean Air Act was like a sledgehammer. It required a 90 percent reduction in automobile emissions over a period of only a few years. A wonderful idea, but the lawmakers didn’t take into account the technology of the time and how rapidly it could be adapted to automobiles. By 1974, it became obvious that the technology couldn’t handle this law, so the timeline and standards were changed. It wasn’t until 1981 that cars met the guidelines set forth by the amended Clean Air Act.

The standards that the Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) set for airborne particulates after the passage of the Clean Air Act were based on the best available science of the 1970s, but twenty-five years after this act was passed, the EPA concluded that the original standards were based on insufficient data. Sometimes, even when it seems that all of the research points to a clear answer, there’s still more work to be done.

As with the Clean Air Act’s projections of what could be done to curb automobile emissions, scientific projections can be simply wrong, or, as is more often the case, they can be widely divergent. In these situations, science can quickly become a political weapon, with both sides brandishing studies to support preexisting positions and discredit their opponents. When this happens, we would all hope that the sides would agree that more or different information was necessary. Unfortunately, that’s usually the exception rather than the rule. More frequently, scientific disagreements reinforce political conflict.

Scientific questions in public policy are never simply about science—they are about economics, too. Within the United States there are a number of groups who would welcome the banning of pesticides from our yards based on the perception that they cause chronic diseases, such as cancer. But the science behind the claims that these poisons cause cancer is fuzzy at best. While it’s true that certain studies have shown that 2,4-D (the most frequently used herbicide on turf in the United States, which targets weeds such as dandelion and ground ivy) may be related to cancer in dogs and even humans, other studies have not supported these findings. So why should we do away with this valuable chemical that keeps our yards weed free for mere pennies a square foot? It’s much cheaper than hiring someone to pull the weeds.

Likewise, the ability of carbon dioxide to cause global warming is in dispute. Though research seems to strongly support its role in global warming, there is no doubt that the earth cycles through climatic changes, and it is within the realm of possibility that the current warming in various places on the earth has something to do with these natural variations rather than with carbon dioxide levels. Because of the size and complexity of the earth, it is impossible to build another one—never mind ten or twelve—to test these various theories to see which one is correct. So why should we limit the industries and cars that expel carbon dioxide when we don’t even know with certainty that this gas is causing the problem?

While these scientific disagreements are certainly significant, the most important limitation of science is that it can’t set priorities or address trade-offs. Priorities and trade-offs are value judgments. Science’s goal is accuracy. At best, science can determine what is likely to happen if certain policy changes are made. It cannot determine whether the policy is good or bad, or whether the costs of the policy are worth it. It can’t determine whether resources would be better spent doing something else, or whether implementing and enforcing a policy is even feasible. But these factors are at least as important as scientific accuracy in determining whether anything can get done politically.

The Political Abuse of Scientific Information

The limitations of scientific information make it easy for political activists to misuse or distort it. Political advocates try to win—by passing a particular policy, electing a particular candidate—and information is a means to an end. Advocates for a particular position are tempted to cherry-pick evidence that supports their goals, regardless of its quality. This leads to the hyping of results from poorly conducted or inappropriate studies. Some people call this bad science, and some people call it smart politics.

In the upcoming chapters we will discuss policies that are arguably based on bad science. Regardless of your feelings regarding the banning of marijuana, for example, it is hard to substantiate things that were said during congressional hearings on the subject in 1937, when Harry J. Anslinger, called the father of the drug war, claimed, “You smoke a joint and you are likely to kill your brother.” Such statements reverberated with the public because of the lack of familiarity with this drug at that time. Marijuana was outlawed out of fear that it was, according to Anslinger, “the most violence-causing drug in the history of mankind,” rather than because of any true scientific knowledge that it caused violence.

Drugs are far from the only things that our government controls without the benefit of rock-solid science. Science does not support the concept that allowing your yard to become a meadow causes it to become a significant fire hazard, to raise another topic we’ll discuss later. Nonetheless, that is what was argued by the city of New Berlin, Wisconsin, when they attempted to force one of their residents to comply with a law requiring a tidy lawn.

One of the greatest misuses of science within the political arena comes from something called the “sound science” movement. This movement started with the tobacco companies, who argued that links between smoking tobacco and lung cancer (and other health maladies) were not sufficiently proven. Their strategy was to avoid government regulation by using a public relations campaign to magnify the public’s and policymakers’ uncertainty about the scientific links between tobacco use and health. Other business interests have subsequently picked up on the strategy to delay or avoid government regulation. Because science can never provide complete certainty, those who demand it are establishing unattainable standards for government regulation.

Scientists who play by the rules of the scientific method and the norms of professionalism within their fields can feel a great deal of frustration when they believe their opponents are not similarly constrained, but instead distort scientific results for their own selfish ends. Scientists who become involved in policy debates face the temptation to fight fire with fire, or at least to allow the political concerns of developing the right public relations message to become the priority. Emails hacked from Great Britain’s University of East Anglia Climate Research Unit in 2009 gave political ammunition to global warming critics. The emails contained suggestions that the scientists were bolstering their claims of climate change by cherry-picking the evidence that they were releasing to the public. Although scientific supporters of climate change argued that the emails were about the public relations aspects of science and did not call into question the underlying science or evidence of climate change (a perspective supported by subsequent investigations into the scientists’ actions), the incident highlights the ease with which the credibility of science can be damaged in the public’s eye.

Who Is Providing the Information?

The number of sources of information available to political participants today makes it very easy to find the information one wants—and to ignore anything that is inconvenient. Popular sources of information for the Washington elite are think tanks (also known as policy institutes) composed of groups of like-minded people who collect information to support or refute certain policies. These organizations, usually based in Washington, D.C., do things such as write policy analyses that are timely and accessible to policymakers. While it’s true that many of them attempt to do high-quality, scientific work, other think tanks are derisively called Beltway bandits because they attempt to provide the veneer of scientific credibility to research that promotes particular ideological perspectives or preordained policy objectives. Politicians who are looking for facts to support their preexisting conclusions will often use information from these Beltway bandits to explain their actions (or lack of action) to constituents back home who can’t easily evaluate the quality of the analysis or the credibility of the source.

If scientific information is to be available to policymakers, then someone has to produce it. Usually this requires financial resources to run a lab and pay the lab workers. This raises concerns in terms of the ability an industry has to produce its own analyses to verify the safety of its products or to fund researchers who use methods or have track records of producing results that are favorable to the industry’s perspective. Politicians can play this game too by funding (or blocking funding) for research they think will promote the policy outcomes they want (or don’t want). Political scientist Christopher Bosso, for example, documented that rural lawmakers on the House Committee on Agriculture blocked funding for research on the effects of pesticides on wildlife for many years during the 1950s and 1960s. Similarly, the National Highway Traffic Safety Administration withheld information from Congress and the public on the safety risks of using communications technologies like cell phones in cars from 2003 to 2009 because they feared that Congress would react negatively. Strategically controlling scientific information may help advocates win, but it doesn’t ensure that effective policy is being made.

Politicians also frequently obtain expert policy information from lobbyists. Lobbyists are people whose profession it is to gather information on their client’s public policy interests, gain access to government officials, and explain why proposed policies would be good or bad (based on their client’s interests). Some lobbyists work for a corporation (such as Dow Chemical) or an interest group (such as the Sierra Club) and are experts on the issue on which they are lobbying. Other lobbyists work for law and lobbying firms and have clients on many different issues. Many have formerly worked for the government and they have influential contacts within Congress and agencies with whom outside individuals and groups will pay to communicate. The lobbyist’s job is to promote the policies desired by their clients.

The lobbyist’s main value to public officials is the ability to provide information that will help the officials solve policy problems and simultaneously keep their constituents happy. If an official doesn’t trust the information or the credibility of the lobbyist, the lobbyist is not going to be influential. The hardest part of the lobbyist’s job is gaining access—getting to meet with public officials or getting their phone calls returned—and politicians won’t waste their time on those they don’t think are credible. Lobbying is not a one-shot event; it is about building relationships over time so that public officials will use your information when your issues are being debated. So there is substantial incentive to tell the truth. Unfortunately, lobbyists, like everyone else, perceive and retain information selectively, and when scientific results differ to begin with, lobbyists are going to highlight the facts that support their client’s interests.

Policymakers know that the information from lobbyists is biased, so you might think that they would view it rather skeptically. In actuality, however, this bias actually makes it more useful to policymakers. One reason that lobbyists are effective, and, indeed, why they are hired, is that they can provide both substantive information (how a policy will work) and political information (how constituents who are members of an organization will react) to politicians in a single source. Lobbyists can tell politicians which constituents are affected, how they are affected, and how much they care. This information indicates to politicians whether it is worth their time and effort to do something with that information to please their constituents or other potential supporters, such as campaign volunteers or donors.

Lobbyists can also provide information—including information based on scientific research—to public officials in a way that is much more user friendly than scientists can. Lobbyists will translate information into tiny, easily digested bites that make it readable for busy officials, emphasizing substance and policy implications more than painful research briefs. Whenever possible, lobbyists will break the information down to the level of states or congressional districts so that representatives can understand the direct implications for their constituents who will be casting votes in upcoming elections. Lobbyists are good at following up and making themselves readily available to discuss and answer questions about the material.

While lobbyists have an incentive to preserve their reputations and their access to public officials, the public relations campaigns run by interest groups are not as tightly constrained. To get the public’s attention, they are more likely to cherry-pick, exaggerate, and sensationalize evidence in their advertising. Such advertising commonly arrives to attack a candidate during an election campaign (and the courts have mostly shielded campaign advertising from slander or libel penalties to preserve robust free speech and the accountability of elected officials) and politicians often feel compelled to act based on information that they know is distorted, misleading, or just plain wrong.

Where’s the Public?

Though we’ve emphasized the role of lobbyists in providing information to public officials, normal citizens can provide expertise too. Whatever our occupation, we know what we do better than a lobbyist, and therefore have credibility with public officials in discussing how policies will affect us. Politicians obviously have an incentive to listen respectfully to policy information provided by people who will decide whether or not to vote for them. Knowing this, lobbyists often bring constituents to Washington to talk to representatives on behalf of an organization. The advantage that lobbyists usually have over citizen experts is that they are consistently monitoring what government is doing, so they can time their actions for maximum effect.

Intensity—not just information—matters a lot in politics. Remember the observation at the beginning of this chapter that politics is “a combination of intellectual argument and emotional hell-raising.” Those who feel intensely about environmental issues have a reason to join (or form) groups, seek evidence to promote their intellectual arguments in scientific journals or at conferences (or fund research for someone to conduct a study), and pay lobbyists to put scientific information in front of policymakers. As a consequence, some viewpoints are more advantaged than others in the policy process.

For better or worse, most of the public does not feel very intensely about the environment. Sure, there’s a “passive consensus” among the public for environmentalism. Everybody’s for the environment, but few are committed to doing something about it. We want to protect the environment, but we want to do lots of other things as well. The environment ends up losing because it can’t compete with our concern about our jobs, education, and homeland security. Rarely do environmental issues rank high on the public’s list of top concerns: Gallup polls find only about 2 percent of the public ranking the environment as “the most important issue” facing the country. And rarely does political action of any sort rank high on many people’s to-do list, even on behalf of their most cherished causes. While people who join environmental interest groups are likely to pay close attention to the issues that these groups support, the average citizen tends to be pretty passive until there’s an environmental crisis that grabs media attention. The Love Canal, Three Mile Island, the Exxon Valdez, extremely hot summers, E. coli or Salmonella outbreaks, and high gas prices are all environmental events that mobilize the public. BP’s 2010 Deep Horizon oil spill in the Gulf of Mexico captured public attention but failed to generate public support for energy legislation because the public blamed BP’s errors for the disaster. And long-term trends, like global climate change over the past hundred years, are much less likely to capture people’s attention.

In contrast, businesses have some practical political advantages over a largely unorganized public. They are already organized and can use their existing internal communications structures to mobilize management, employees, and shareholders (and potentially, suppliers and customers) for political action. Their talent, expertise, and money are used daily to achieve financial goals, and can easily be turned to communication with politicians when politics might affect business. They can use their existing resources to hire outside lobbyists, lawyers, public relations professionals, or others who can help them communicate their point of view to public officials and to the public. Politicians are likely to make themselves accessible when high-status employers in their district say they have information relevant to policy debates. Citizen’s groups, by contrast, first have to organize, attract sources of financial support, and hire staff before they can regularly gain access to policymakers.


Our system works to the benefit of those who want to block change, regardless of who the protector of the status quo might be.



Businesses compete with each other for market share, however, and often have different agendas. The genesis of many local pollution laws, for example, was business leaders deciding that their city needed to clean up its image to attract new investments. Companies that manufacture green technologies will lobby on the side of environmentalists for laws that encourage (or force) other businesses to use green technologies. Despite the powerful image of corporate interests, business often loses in politics because consumer, labor, and/or environmental groups mobilize against them or because other businesses have differing views of sound public policy. Our system works to the benefit of those who want to block change, regardless of who the protector of the status quo might be.

Conclusion

Politics is about making tough choices that require a difficult balancing of competing interests, and science can’t tell us when the right balance has been achieved. Politics is about making value judgments. Value judgments are outside the realm of science. Sure, science may help policymakers understand that if you do X, the result will be Y, but policymakers are still left having to decide whether Y is a desirable outcome and whether it is worth the necessary costs to attain it.


CHAPTER 2

Organic Food:
Safer, Friendlier, Better?

UNITED STATES LAW includes 340 words devoted to the definition of ketchup (along with its aliases, catsup and catchup). The law then continues for an additional 194 words specifying how to label ketchup, before spending 482 words regulating its appropriate thickness. And you thought you knew ketchup!

Most of us are quite familiar and comfortable with our understanding of ketchup (both the condiment and the word for it). When we go to the grocery store to get another bottle, we have a pretty good idea about what we’re purchasing—allowing, of course, for slight variations in taste and thickness. More importantly, we are confident that the ketchup we’ll be eating is safe for us and for our kids.

Generally, we don’t doubt that the food we buy is what it says it is, and that it is safe and (relatively) healthy for us to eat. We don’t think about what it takes to produce that food at consistent levels of quality and safety. We have no interest in watching ketchup or sausage or other processed foods being made, and we’re not aware or concerned that it takes 1016 words in government policy to regulate ketchup. Unless there is some well-publicized outbreak of a food-borne disease or toxin, the role of government policy is almost an invisible backdrop: we know the government is doing something to keep us safe, but it is out of sight and, hence, out of mind.

Some people, however, are concerned about the practices that our government allows in the production of our nation’s food. They worry that our conventional food system is not as safe as our government tells us it is. Organic food is their solution.

Since the 1940s, various groups have warned us that our agricultural systems are bad for the environment and unhealthy for us. They point out that the pesticides and fertilizers that farmers are allowed to use today produce unhealthy and even dangerous food compared with what our ancestors ate. As more people have become concerned that we’re poisoning ourselves with chemicals used on the foods we eat, the organic movement has grown.

Organic approaches are meant to grow and process foods using natural methods that promote ecological balance and avoid the use of synthetic fertilizers, insecticides, herbicides, and other growth aids. Instead, organic farmers might use techniques such as planting rows closer together to increase shade, making it difficult for understory weeds to grow; rotating crops frequently and in combinations that help subsequent crops yield more abundantly; planting cover crops as habitat for beneficial insects that eat pests; releasing beneficial insects such as ladybugs or lacewings; or spraying organic chemicals instead of synthetic ones. For livestock, the organic approach does not allow the use of growth hormones or antibiotics. The animals must have access to the outdoors and be fed food that was itself organically produced.

More broadly, organic is a philosophical approach to farming centered on doing what is perceived as the right thing for the environment and human health. Unfortunately, sometimes the fervor for this philosophical ideal outstrips the ability of organic methodologies to deliver on their promises.

For many consumers, organically grown food has become the ideal. Buying organic products gives them the ability to live out their commitment to healthy and environmentally sustainable lifestyles. Organic products have moved from niche health food stores to retail grocery chains over the past decade because we are willing to pay extra for them. In turn, as organics have demonstrated their economic viability, more farmers have turned to organic approaches out of both philosophical commitment and the higher prices they can demand. The U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA) estimates that sales of organic foods rose from $6 billion in 2000 to $23 billion in 2009 and the annual rate of market growth since 1990 has remained steady at around 20 percent.

Since organic products sell for more and earn farmers more money, there was an incentive during the 1980s and 1990s to label more and more items as organic, regardless of how the food was actually produced and processed. During that time, reputable agencies would certify a food as organic, but these agencies were not uniform in their requirements. Different agencies had different lists of acceptable fertilizers and pesticides, so an organic label from one agency would not necessarily mean the same thing as an organic label from another. This created a demand for a standardized definition of organic, and a process to certify which products met that definition. The result—a USDA-backed organic label—is intended to assure consumers that they are, in fact, buying foods grown without synthetic chemicals and to protect those farmers who use the more-costly organic methods from conventional producers who might attempt to invade their market niche under the cover of misleading labeling.

The Science

The concept of organic as it is now generally understood was first introduced by Sir Albert Howard, an English scientist, in the first half of the twentieth century. He proposed using recycled organic materials, namely composted plants and animal poop, as the primary source of fertility for agricultural ground, rather than using what he called synthetic manures. He found support in the United States from J. I. Rodale, who aggressively promoted this idea of organic farming and gardening during the 1940s, 1950s, and 1960s, and who is perhaps the person most responsible for our awareness of the term organic. Over time, the meaning of organic has shifted somewhat. While it started out as a term that meant preserving the soil through recycling organic materials, the publication of Silent Spring by Rachel Carson in 1962 did wonders to promote the idea of organic agriculture with an emphasis on reducing the use of synthetic pesticides.

Today, crops that are grown organically—according to the guidelines set forth by the USDA—are supposed to be produced in such a way that they are safer and healthier for us and for the environment than foods produced through more conventional means, which usually involve synthetic fertilizers and pesticides. The government, however, does not actually claim that these foods are safer and healthier. Ultimately, we are left to our own devices to determine whether organic foods really are better. Though there have been—and will continue to be—changes in the requirements needed for a farm to produce any sort of food with the “USDA Organic” label, the basic tenet of organic production is that, with a few exceptions, only natural inputs can be used on an organic crop.

Fertilizers and Pesticides

The first thing that the typical consumer thinks of when thinking about organic foods is healthy, wholesome fruit harvested from a pristine country setting and grown without the use of pesticides or synthetic fertilizers. Indeed, many of the fertilizers used for organic production are renewable resources and are therefore healthier for the environment than synthetic fertilizers. Synthetics are based on nonrenewable natural gas (the hydrogen from which reacts with nitrogen from the air to make most synthetic nitrogen fertilizers) and coal (which drives the reaction between the natural gas and air). Organic does not mean no pesticides, however. Organic producers are technically required to try to use cultural methods to control pests whenever possible, but they do have the freedom to use pesticides, as long as these pesticides are allowed by the organic standards list created by the USDA. Many of these pesticides are considered safer than conventional pesticides, especially since some of the most toxic natural pesticides—sabadilla, rotenone, sodium fluoroaluminate, and tobacco (nicotine)—are gone from the organic grower’s arsenal because companies have voluntarily withdrawn these products from shelves or because the USDA has banned their use on organic crops.


For fruits or vegetables that require a lot of pesticides under normal growing conditions, growing them organically may be even more harmful to the environment than conventional systems.



Unfortunately, not all organic practices are created equal, and organic growers still have a few nasty chemicals available to them. Copper sulfate, a fungicide, and pyrethrum, an insecticide, are both potentially dangerous chemicals for humans and for many beneficial organisms. After years of use, copper sulfate can build up in the soil to such an extent that it becomes toxic to certain plants. Pyrethrum is very toxic to good insects, such as honeybees and lady beetles.

In addition, organic pesticides tend to protect plants for a shorter period of time and are often less effective than their synthetic counterparts, so they need to be reapplied more frequently. For fruits or vegetables that require a lot of pesticides under normal growing conditions, growing them organically may be even more harmful to the environment than conventional systems. Apples, particularly those produced in the eastern states, are a prime example of a crop that needs to be sprayed frequently to control damaging diseases and insects. Organic apples often receive more pesticide applications than conventionally grown ones, potentially leading to a greater environmental effect.

Organic food is not tested for organic pesticide residues, so it could contain these toxins at some level. Theoretically, many organic pesticides break down quickly in the environment, but in the few cases where tests have been conducted on organic foods, residues of organic pesticides have been found. And residues of synthetic pesticides on organic produce, though usually lower than on conventionally grown produce, are far from rare, with as much as a quarter of produce samples testing positive for these chemicals. Though this research was conducted before USDA standards were implemented in 2002, we see no reason why the adoption of these standards would significantly alter this percentage.

Like organic pesticides, organic fertilizers may also pose problems. Some of the fertilizers used by organic growers are mined, which means they are not sustainable. The most notorious of these include guano and rock phosphate. Guano is aged manure that comes from either seabirds or bats. Guano from seabirds living in Peru was once our primary source of nitrogen; unfortunately, this resource disappeared over time because of overuse. Today, the use of bat guano from caves similarly threatens the flora and fauna that live in this excrement where it is mined (Jamaica, among other places). Also, because bat caves filled with guano aren’t located in every neighborhood, there is an excellent possibility that the guano you purchase has traveled quite a distance, using a great deal of fossil fuel. Rock phosphate is extracted from strip mines (in Florida and elsewhere) in a process that is very damaging to the local environment. As with bat guano, a significant amount of fossil fuel is needed to transport rock phosphate to the farms that use it.

Even renewable organic fertilizers can be problematic. One of the cornerstones of organic growing since the days of Sir Albert Howard has been the use of composted manures as fertilizer to enrich the soil. While these manures shouldn’t contain any dangerous bacteria if they are properly composted according to the National Organic Program’s standards, there is the possibility that they will not be properly composted, which could be dangerous. E. coli can live for twenty-one months in uncomposted manure, and surveys of farms utilizing organic rather than inorganic fertilizers had 9.7 percent of their produce test positive for E. coli as compared to 1.9 percent of produce from farms using only nutrients from nonorganic sources. In 2006, there was a huge recall of spinach that was potentially infected with a deadly strain of E. coli. Organic spinach was part of this recall. Three people died, and 276 people were reported ill. In 2009, there was a Salmonella outbreak from peanuts and peanut-related products that originated at processing plants in Georgia, leaving at least eight people dead and hundreds, perhaps thousands, sickened. These processing plants were certified organic. While it turned out that the foods that caused the sickness were not organic, in both of these cases organic foods were recalled. The organic label did not guarantee that the food was safe. Technically, organic certification has nothing to do with food safety, despite what many consumers infer.

Nutrient Content of Organic Foods

Those who favor current government regulation of organically produced foods emphasize that these foods tend to be higher in nutrients than their conventionally produced counterparts. There is some evidence to support that, particularly as it relates to vitamin C, which tends to be higher in organically produced foods, and to nitrates, which tend to be lower. Studies show that organically grown fruits and vegetables may have higher levels of antioxidants. Because organic producers usually can’t keep their produce as spotless as their conventional counterparts, the produce may have more damage. Damage signals the plant to defend itself with various defensive chemicals, which often include antioxidants. Consider that the next time you avoid a slightly blemished peach or pear.


As with produce, the government makes no claim that there is any difference between organic and conventional milk and meat.



But even those studies that show that there may be differences in the healthful chemicals in organically produced crops point out that this difference is not consistent, and there are just as many articles showing that growing a food organically does not provide any health benefits. In fact, differences in the nutritional content of foods are often related more to the cultivars of the plants grown and the soils in which they grew than to whether or not they are grown organically. Regardless of whether your ‘Golden Delicious’ apple is organic or not, it won’t have the same amount of vitamin C as a ‘Calville Blanc d’Hiver’ or a ‘Sturmer’ apple.

As with produce, the government makes no claim that there is any difference between organic and conventional milk and meat. Science, too, doesn’t seem to be able to tell much difference between the organically and synthetically produced product, and differences in livestock breed have as much or more to do with the nutritional value of the food than whether the food was produced organically. What this all boils down to is that it is absolutely impossible to tell whether any given piece of organic meat, fruit, or bread is more nutrient rich than one produced using conventional methods.

Organic Livestock

For livestock, the elimination of the use of growth hormones and the drastic reduction in the use of antibiotics, as well as access to an outdoor environment, are the primary reasons why organically produced products are perceived as better than conventional. (Antibiotics can only be used on organic farms when an animal is sick, and even then the animal must be taken out of production for a given period of time.) The use of rBST, the growth hormone given to dairy cows to increase milk production, has been shown to significantly increase health problems in cattle. Additionally, the use of rBST increases the production of another hormone, IGF-1, which is then found in milk at higher levels than in milk from untreated cows, and which may be associated with some human cancers. The FDA, however, cites research that shows that rBST does not cause levels of IGF-1 to increase above normal, and that this hormone—like insulin, to which it is very similar—is digested if it finds its way to the stomach (which is why insulin needs to be injected rather than taken orally). Still, this is an area of legitimate concern.

Government Policy

Congress first passed legislation on issues specifically related to organic farming in the 1990 Organic Foods Production Act (OFPA). This act created the National Organic Program (NOP) within the U.S. Department of Agriculture and assigned it the responsibility of creating federal standards for the labeling of organic foods. The act also created the National Organic Standards Board (NOSB), which then developed an official list of materials that can and cannot be used if a product is to qualify for USDA organic certification. These standards went into effect in 2002 and dictate that the use of synthetic pesticides, irradiation, or sewage-sludge-based fertilizers is not allowed in organically produced crops. Animals used to produce organic meats and other products must be fed organic feeds, be raised without antibiotics or growth hormones, and be given access to the outdoors. The standards cover farming methods for almost every type of farm product—fresh fruits and vegetables, grains, eggs, poultry, beef, dairy, cotton, wool, oils, flowers, and so on. Even the use of animal waste and compost as fertilizers is covered. One thing that the National Organic Program does not do is guarantee any superior health benefits from the product—contrary to the hopeful wishes and expectations of most consumers.

According to the National Organic Program, a label with the words “100 percent organic” is reserved for organically produced ingredients and processing aids. Products labeled “organic” must have at least 95 percent organically produced ingredients. Either “organic” or “100 percent organic” products may use the USDA Organic seal in their packaging and advertising. Products that contain at least 70 percent organic ingredients may be labeled as “made with organic ingredients” and can list up to three principal organic ingredients but cannot use the official seal. Products that contain less than 70 percent organic ingredients may specially identify any organic ingredients but may not use the term organic anywhere in the main display area of the packaging. While the use of the word organic is tightly prescribed, other descriptions such as “no drugs or growth hormones used,” “free range,” or “sustainably harvested” are not similarly regulated. Use them at will! Miscreants who knowingly sell or label a product as organic when it has not, in fact, been produced and handled according to the standards of the National Organic Program are subject to fines of up to $11,000 and may be kicked out of the program for five years.

Some farmers who are committed to the organic philosophy are aggravated by the paperwork, intrusive inspections, and general costs that adhering to government regulations imposes on small farming operations, and so choose to avoid government certification. They can’t use the USDA Organic seal or describe their products as organic, but they can use descriptions such as “chemical free” or “sustainably grown.” As long as consumers are convinced and buy their product, the farmer gains the price premium of organic products without paying the costs of government certification that their organic competitors pay. So, for some farmers, there is an economic incentive not to comply with government rules. (And, let’s face it, how many of us uncomplainingly prefer to follow government or corporate rules when we can achieve the same objectives in a more straightforward, hassle-free way?) The farmer, however, does end up limiting his or her market, because government certification is, practically speaking, a requirement when selling to organic farm cooperatives, restaurants, and international markets.

Cheating and the Consequences

For those who think that these standards ensure that certification is a guarantee of organic wholesomeness, the bad news is that the government rarely imposes fines or revokes organic certification. Even when violations of organic standards are called to the attention of the USDA, it often takes years for anything to happen. A dairy in California was brought to the attention of the USDA in 2005 for violating organic standards (their cows didn’t have access to pastures, among other issues), but it wasn’t until 2007 that its ability to sell organic milk was suspended. In another instance, in 2007 a supplier of organic milk to major retailers like Wal-Mart and Trader Joe’s received a letter from the USDA telling it to clean up its act or risk losing certification. Complaints had been filed against the company for two years, but two years after receiving the letter it was still selling organic milk despite the fact that additional complaints had been received about their production practices. While it certainly seems as though the government is willing to let things slide for quite a while before it decides to act, on a day-to-day basis, it really isn’t the government, per se, that is making the decisions. That authority goes to another entity.

In the case in which the California dairy lost its certification, it wasn’t the USDA that was responsible for checking up on possible violations, it was that dairy’s organic certifier, Quality Assurance International. After the National Organic Standards were developed, the involvement of the federal government in their enforcement would best be described as indirect (though the government can change the standards). State and professional organizations certify producers and handlers who meet the federal organic standards. The USDA does not directly deal with producers and handlers, but it accredits and monitors the state and professional organizations that do the certifying. (As we will see in the chapter on fertilizers, state and local governments have historically had primary legal authority over land and water use, and the federal government commonly relies on them to enforce federal environmental laws. In many instances, including organics, such an arrangement undermines vigorous enforcement of the law.)

When a producer or handler applies for organic certification, the state or private agent makes an on-site visit to evaluate compliance with National Organic Program standards. The applicant must document the substances applied to the land for the past three years, and develop an Organic System Plan (OSP). The OSP describes the practices and substances to be used in producing the crop, the monitoring procedures and record-keeping systems to provide evidence that the plan is being implemented effectively, and a system for preventing organic products from mixing with nonorganic products or from coming into contact with prohibited substances during handling and processing. After certification, the agent returns for annual reviews to ensure that standards are maintained. A lot depends on the honesty of the applicant and the attention to detail of the certifier. A lot also depends on who else is watching and whether they send any complaints to the USDA. In both the cases mentioned above, Cornucopia Institute, a Wisconsin group, notified the USDA of the problems. Without this notification, who knows how long the problems would have continued? Even with notification, the problems continued for a long time.

Various certifiers can also set different standards. Despite the work of the USDA to provide a standardized definition of what is and isn’t an acceptable organic practice, certifiers may have requirements that are more strict than those set by the USDA, though they cannot have standards that are more lenient.

Although we hope that organic farmers stay true to their promises, it would be relatively easy for an organic farmer to apply a synthetic pesticide or fertilizer now and again and not be caught. Farmers aren’t the only ones who might allow synthetics to find their way into an organic system, however. The producers of supposedly organic fertilizers and even organic certification agencies have also been known to fudge things. In 2009, a producer that provided almost half of the organic fertilizer to the state of California was raided to see whether it was placing synthetic fertilizers (which they apparently had on hand) into their fish fertilizer products. A year earlier, another company had been found to be amending its organic fertilizers with synthetic additives, possibly for as long as seven years.

In 2006, the USDA revoked the license of a certification agency owned by an agrichemical business that had approved organic farms that were openly using chemicals. While the USDA had the relevant information in its enforcement files, it did not remove the certifier or the farms from the program until the Dallas Morning News—using the information in the USDA files—ran a story. Laws that rely on whistleblowers, the media, or public interest groups to embarrass the government into enforcing them are not models of effectiveness.

Many enforcement problems came to a head in 2010 when the inspector general of the Department of Agriculture issued an audit critical of the National Organic Program. The NOP responded by requiring certification agents to spot-check for pesticide residues on organically labeled produce more frequently, to check organic labels in stores and expose any bogusly labeled products, and to conduct unannounced inspections of organic producers and processors.

The Political Dynamics

The first time that the word organic was used in a legal context was in Oregon state law in 1974, and the first law actually defining the term was passed in California in 1980. In 1989 a report by the Center for Science in the Public Interest listed sixteen states with laws that regulated the labeling of produce as organic. These state laws were the primary source of organic legislation for a long time before for the federal government took any action.

In the mid-1980s, the organic industry was concerned about non-organic farmers cashing in on the popularity of the organic label and thus stealing their market share by offering cheaper, chemically enhanced products. The organics industry attempted to develop an internal consensus about production and certification standards, but it never happened.

Meanwhile, consumers were increasingly concerned about the use of chemicals in their foods. The 1989 Alar scare (see the pesticides chapter) caused consumers to flock to organic foods to avoid those foods supposedly tainted by dangerous chemicals. Consumer groups wanted to ensure the integrity of products that were sold under the organic label, since fraudulently labeled foods were waiting to take advantage of spooked consumers.

The organics industry turned to Congress in 1990 to resolve its standards and labeling issues, which led to the Organic Foods Production Act (OFPA). The industry believed that federal standards would be positive for them in several ways. Most importantly, a federal seal of approval would promote consumers’ confidence in the quality of organic products. Additionally, one federal standard would be less confusing to consumers than the many different state and private standards that were being used at the time. For example, California required that conventional methods not be used on a field for only one year before the field could be certified as organic. Other states required a three-year transition period. It wasn’t clear whether a product certified in California should be sold as organic in states with the more stringent standards. A national standard would also help the industry gain access to lucrative international organic markets.

Despite the united support from the organics industry, consumer groups, and the executive branch, the OFPA faced substantial skepticism from representatives on the Committee on Agriculture in the House of Representatives, the committee with responsibility for legislation on the production of food. Problems occurred because many members of the committee had long-standing relationships with major agricultural producers in their districts and thus represented the concerns of large-scale, conventional farmers. Committee members were wary of attacks on conventional farmers by environmental groups and were worried about the additional expenses that organic methods might impose upon producers, particularly livestock producers. Organic methods seemed to strike many members of Congress as countercultural. As Texas Democrat Charlie Stenholm put it, “We are being asked to believe that our method of production agriculture is faulty. I’m not prepared to do that.”

The House Committee on Agriculture ultimately passed a watered-down farm bill in which such phrases as “sustainable agriculture” and “family farms” were made vague enough that both organic and conventional, mass-production farmers could claim that the bill neither promoted nor penalized chemical-intensive agriculture. The final bill also deleted funding for research on organic farming. The provisions of the OFPA were attached by amendment on the floor of the House, effectively circumventing the ability of the committee to prevent them from being passed. The law as passed allowed farmers to seek organic certification voluntarily, so that only those farmers who wanted certification would have to change their farming practices, while conventional farmers would not be affected by the new organic rules. The organics industry and consumer groups got together to facilitate speedy consideration of the OFPA by Congress, but its passage did not solve many of the conflicts that were present within the organics industry. Instead, it pushed these concerns onto the agencies that the OFPA created.

The USDA Takes Charge

The Organic Foods Production Act established the National Organic Standards Board to advise the USDA in developing appropriate criteria for identifying foods as organic. Congress created the NOSB primarily because of the fear that the USDA would be too closely allied with conventional farmers, and required that it be composed of farmers, processors, retailers, representatives of environmental organizations, and a scientist. While building consensus from all of the affected players may sound like a wonderful idea, in practice there are often long arguments between people with different perspectives and priorities. The NOSB took two years to get organized and three years to develop proposed organic standards. The USDA took another three years to review the proposal and issue preliminary rules. In sum, the first public draft of the rules appeared eight years after Congress ordered them to be developed.


POLITICS does not end once a law is passed. The end of one stage of the political process is usually just the beginning of the next stage. After a bill is passed, the executive branch is responsible for developing the detailed rules to implement the law. While the public rarely pays attention to the importance of the executive branch in this phase of policymaking, interest groups do. And so, even after a bill is signed by the president, these groups continue their attempts to influence policy. Agencies are required to publish draft regulations and allow a period of public comment. Interest groups mobilize their members to send the agency comments that are intended to influence the final regulations. Groups that lose in Congress try to weaken the regulations or to shift the costs onto someone else. Groups that win in Congress try to offset the influence of their opponents and to protect their interpretation of the language of the law. The OFPA is a classic case of these dynamics playing out—to the detriment of anyone who wanted the government to act quickly to implement the law’s intent.



When the standards were being developed, everyone wanted to be heard. From farmers to chemical manufacturers to backyard gardeners, people felt that their opinions were important and deserved to be incorporated. Those who didn’t believe in the quality of organic food didn’t go away despite the new legislation. If anything, they became more aggressive. Known as a think tank by some and a Beltway bandit by others, the Hudson Institute published a book in 1995 titled Saving the Planet with Pesticides and Plastic, which deconstructed the work of such organic pioneers as Rachel Carson. This book, among other efforts by those who questioned the value of organic production, led to a first draft of organic rules that upset many people.

The preliminary rules presented by the USDA were very sympathetic to conventional farmers. They allowed genetically modified crops, sewage sludge fertilizer, and food irradiation—practices that the NOSB would have banned from organic farming if left to their own devices. The organics industry mobilized its farmers and consumers in opposition to the proposed rules, and environmental groups mobilized their members as well. The USDA received 280,000 mostly negative comments from the public, forcing a revision. The final standards did ban genetically modified crops, sewage sludge fertilizer, and food irradiation, to the satisfaction of most in the organics industry. The regulations were approved in 2000 and were implemented in 2002—a dozen years after Congress passed the Organic Foods Production Act.

War Within the Organic Industry

The organics industry itself is composed of many participants with a variety of goals that are not necessarily consistent. These goals range from producing nutritious food in an environmentally sensitive way, to protecting small farms, to promoting locally grown foodstuffs, to supporting alternative food production and distribution networks (like farmer’s markets and health food stores), to promoting social justice, all the way to changing the philosophy and operations of modern farmers and food retailers. As the original organic standards were being worked out, the purists and the change advocates often found themselves at odds. Organic purists wanted regulations that would promote small farms, whole foods, and local distribution. Change advocates and entrepreneurs wanted to maximize the number of organic consumers—and thus the number of organic farms—and sought regulations that would promote rapid growth of the industry. A particular point of dispute between these factions was the use of synthetic processing aids and whether these would count as ingredients toward the 95 percent or 70 percent thresholds for qualifying for the “organic” and “made with organic ingredients” labels. There was also dispute over whether food contact substances, such as chlorine used to clean food preparation equipment, would count as synthetic ingredients. Purists wanted any synthetic aids counted; change advocates did not, arguing that without those substances, it would be virtually impossible to mass-produce organic foods for retail sales to the ordinary consumer. For purists, mass production of organics itself was a contradictory idea, and using synthetics violated the spirit and probably the entire concept of organic production.

Change advocates basically won in the USDA rules, which allow the NOP to grant exemptions for specific synthetic chemicals to be used in processing without affecting the product’s labeling if they are essential to making the product, do not substitute for an organic product, and do not negatively affect the environment or the healthfulness of the product. The purist faction was not satisfied with this rule and challenged it in court. In 2005, a federal appellate court sided with the purists, requiring that the USDA revise its rules and report back in one year. The ruling ordered products that failed to meet the new standards to be removed from the market within two years. The court’s directive raised the specter that many organic products would have to be reformulated or relabeled and posed a major economic threat to the organics industry, particularly to the processed goods sector, which had to combine many organic ingredients, often from multiple suppliers and processors, into a finished product. Future investments in the industry also would be threatened if the number of organic products and their markets were restricted.

Various organics organizations attempted to work together to build consensus for a new rule to be submitted to the NOP and to Congress, but agreement was elusive. The Organic Trade Association, the industry’s main lobbying group, then took action. It avoided congressional debate or compromises by working with key members of Congress to insert new language into the 2005 agricultural appropriations bill after the final conference committee meeting between House and Senate negotiators. This process was unusual—and effective. A conference committee is only supposed to work out the differences between the versions of legislation passed by the House and the Senate; it is not supposed to add provisions that neither body has debated and voted on. If party leaders and lobbyists circumvent the legislative process in the name of speedy action, we lose the value of expert testimony, deliberation, consensus building, and legitimacy. The new law essentially overturned the circuit court ruling, allowing the NOP to permit the use of synthetic processing aids under restricted circumstances, and also allowing synthetic food contact substances to be widely used.

Policy Option One: Leave Things as They Are

Despite the fact that the USDA is the governmental agency that produces the guidelines a grower must follow to achieve USDA certification, actual certification is provided by a group of independent certification agencies. These agencies may require growers to meet more stringent standards than those imposed by the USDA. This is a benefit of the current system. After all, if an organic grower isn’t satisfied with the rigors of a particular certification agency, he or she can just pick a different certification agency that is more to the grower’s liking, and these certification agencies often have their own label posted right next to the USDA label. The consumer who cares about these stricter rules will know what they’re getting.

Fundamentally, the requirements for organic production promote safety and sustainability, which is why organic production allows so few pesticides and fertilizers to be used. Additionally, for organically produced livestock, the drastic reduction or elimination of antibiotics and hormones is reason enough to eat organic meat, eggs, and dairy. The more humane treatment of animals, which organic production incorporates by allowing animals access to the outdoors, is another strong reason. For fruits and vegetables, the reduction (though not elimination) in the use of nonrenewable resources and pesticides could be sufficient reasons in and of themselves for claiming that today’s organically produced food is better than conventionally produced food.

By giving organic growers the ability to label food produced in this natural way, the government is actually pointing to a way that consumers can eat more healthily. The reason the government refuses to acknowledge outright the superiority of organic foods is because acknowledging this “fact” will irritate big, important agricultural companies.

Regardless of the regulations and actions of executive agencies, what the president and first lady do sends a very powerful message. In 2009, President Barack Obama and his family obviously saw some benefit to using organic growing systems because they decided that their White House garden would be maintained using organic principles. They went so far as to import compost from the Rodale Institute, a nonprofit organization started by J. I. Rodale. This gesture brought legitimacy to organic gardening and farming (though the USDA says that there’s nothing wrong with plants grown conventionally).

Right-Wing Rating [image: image] The current system is unnecessary, but, at the same time, it is voluntary and allows farmers to more or less govern themselves. If health-conscious consumers demand organic food, farmers will produce more of it.

Left-Wing Rating [image: image] The government regulates what organic means and provides a clear signal to consumers that organic is better, but it doesn’t actually have much enforcement power. Organic rules cater to agribusiness and do too little to promote locally grown foods or sustainable, nonindustrial production of food. Government needs to increase its funding of science in this area to demonstrate the benefits of organic foods for consumers and the environment.

Policy Option Two: Organic Growing Should Not Be Promoted

When the United States decided to certify food as organic, it opened a can of worms, and the night crawler of the bunch was the fact that the government officially takes the position that there is no difference between the health benefits of organically produced and conventionally produced foods. At this point, science has not shown a clear nutritional benefit to eating organic foods. The possible presence of synthetic pesticide residues on conventionally grown produce is a nonissue to the government and to consumers, since the levels of pesticide residues on our produce is considered too low to cause any harm. Besides, much of it can be washed off easily with hot water. Because organic food can’t be proven to be more nutritious or safer, all it really offers is promotion of one sector of the agriculture industry—organic growers and processors—at taxpayer’s expense.

The theory that organic food is more sustainable than conventionally produced food because it relies on products that are renewable and are better for the environment remains debatable. As we saw in the discussion of the science earlier in the chapter, nonrenewable fertilizers and potentially dangerous pesticides abound in the organic world, just as in conventional systems. Even if you are willing to accept the questionable argument that the USDA program necessarily results in the production of healthier and more environmentally sustainable foods, many of the foods labeled as organic are shipped in from elsewhere using nonrenewable fossil fuels.

Furthermore, organic food is elitist. Because of the increased manual labor that goes into it and the know-how that is needed to produce it successfully, organic food costs more than conventionally grown food, so only more affluent people can afford to eat it. By promoting the health benefits of organic food, we are telling people who have less money that they can’t have access to the healthy foods that wealthier people can purchase. This is obviously a strong message, although organic producers vehemently deny it. And finally, it is far too easy for organic producers to cheat. Currently, record keeping and an annual visit by the certifying agency is all that is required to get certification. If producers want to slip in conventional chemicals, the chances of getting caught are slim and, even if they are caught, punishment is not assured.

Right-Wing Rating [image: image] Let producers do what they need to do to grow crops. The government shouldn’t promote or protect the market share of one set of farmers over another. If consumers demand organic products, entrepreneurial farmers will produce them and profit by doing so.

Left-Wing Rating [image: image] The lack of governmental oversight puts consumers and the environment at risk. Consumers want reassurance from scientists and government that organic food is safe and healthy.

Policy Option Three: Tighten Organic Standards

To live up to its promise, organic food policy should change in two ways. First, environmentally sound practices must be required. The government would then be able to say without a doubt that organic foods are more environmentally friendly than conventionally produced foods. And second, more oversight is required to weed out the cheats.

Though organic food is supposed to be produced in a sustainable way, the reality is that some organic food is produced using unsustainable products such as guano and rock phosphate. Organic producers can also use certain poisons that may have a significant impact on the environment, just like conventional poisons. In fact some poisons, such as copper sulfate, will remain in the soil long after it has been applied, since copper is an element and therefore cannot degrade further.

Fresh, local produce is also a key to organic reform. The closer to home something is grown the better it tastes. Storage is the enemy of flavor (except perhaps in the case of pickles). But the advantages of locally produced food may go well beyond taste, as its proponents (often called locavores) tell us. The biggest environmental advantage of local food is that it does not travel very far and so minimizes the use of fossil fuels. Locavores may even prefer that crop inputs such as fertilizers be produced within a hundred or so miles of where the crop is being grown. Other benefits include the ability to know who is growing your food, so that you can decide whether they are trustworthy or not, and the reassurance that the food that you’re eating supports the local economy. Seems like a win-win situation for everyone involved.

Yet here is one caveat to promoting locally produced foods. Larger farms tend to be more efficient in their use of fossil fuels than most of our local farms because of the economies of scale in using machinery to plant, harvest, and treat crops. Just as your car gets better gas mileage on the highway than in the city, so farm machinery is more efficient when it is allowed to run over a longer distance. Hence, locally grown foods are not necessarily produced more efficiently in terms of fossil fuel usage than foods grown and transported from farther away.

The USDA could assure us that organic food was produced in a way that is more environmentally sound than conventional production by requiring that it be produced without extensive use of machinery, and be sold only locally and without the use of products coming from across the country or the globe. It should also eliminate the use of nonrenewable resources and all pesticides.

Some organic growers would complain that this approach inhibits them from growing the foods that they choose to grow. Apple growers in the Northeast, for example, would have a tough time growing apples without spraying any pesticides at all. But there are ways around spraying for these apple producers, though these methods may be restrictive because they are labor intensive. Bags could be placed around the apples when they are young to prevent pests from getting inside, or traps could be set out in the fields to catch many of the pests that infect apples. Or, if those crops are so difficult to grow in some places, then perhaps they shouldn’t be grown there. After all, if we don’t grow oranges in Maine because of the weather, how is this different from not growing organic apples in Pennsylvania because of the insects?

Right-Wing Rating [image: image] Our conventional methods of mass production and distribution of food are more energy efficient than the alternatives. Imposing more-stringent regulations and intrusive oversight on organic foods beyond what is currently required would limit options and increase costs for farmers, while restricting the choices of consumers.

Left-Wing Rating [image: image] Everyone is better off if government can assure us that organically produced food is superior to conventionally produced food. Buying locally not only helps the environment, it helps the local economy too.

The Bottom Line

If you believe that the current methods of production that are feeding the world are just fine and aren’t concerned about synthetic chemicals, then you’re probably irritated at the organic system. After all, the government refuses to say that there’s any benefit to eating organic food. If people really want their own chemical-free food why don’t they just grow it in their own backyard or go out to the farmer’s market and get it from a farmer who doesn’t use chemicals? Why do we need to spend the taxpayer’s money and the legislature’s time worrying about this nonissue?

Furthermore, while synthetic pesticides certainly have some drawbacks, no one has ever shown that the amount of these pesticides typically found on food is detrimental to humans—and besides, you can wash off the fruit. Organic producers use all kinds of chemicals themselves, albeit organic ones. Our current agricultural system feeds an astounding number of people and to imply that it isn’t working by acknowledging organic production is not only a mistake, but potentially elitist. And finally, if you believe that the conventional system for producing food is broken because of the amount of fertilizer and pesticides used, then the answer isn’t to have two separate methods of producing food—organic and conventional—but rather to change what conventional farming means.

Depending on your values, it’s certainly reasonable to believe in either the USDA certification as it now exists, or in doing away with certification altogether. But we also see a third option that might be an even better fit with your beliefs.

For those who believe that organic growing holds great potential, but that this potential has not been achieved by the current system, by far the best system would be for the government to require practices that are known to be sustainable, and to declare that these practices are better for the environment. The government should install a new system for the classification of how a food is grown—superseding the organic program—that supports local and sustainable food production. In fact, there are already programs that do this, such as the Certified Naturally Grown program, which is a nongovernmental program catering to farmers who market their produce locally and who focus on using safe and sustainable practices. While this program shares a few of the same problems that exist in the USDA’s program, especially in terms of enforcement, its focus on local production means that consumers are assured that the food that they are eating only traveled a short distance to get to market and so is potentially more sustainable. If consumers are concerned about the use of chemicals or the trustworthiness of the producer, then they can visit the production location themselves and check things out. A government program that required a reduction in the use of mechanized equipment, required producers to use only local fertilizers and feed, and banned all pesticides (not just synthetics) would really make a difference. Add stricter oversight and you’ve got a program that really works. A program like this would certainly reduce the number of organic farms, make organic food more expensive (paying for more oversight wouldn’t be cheap and neither would an increase in the use of hand labor), and limit the offerings that could be supplied from these farms (you wouldn’t get organic oranges in Maine), but it would also mean coming closer to reaching the ideals upon which organic farming was originally built.
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