Toward a Sustainable Agriculture Module V Section E:  Beyond Organic


Critiques of Organic Agriculture – Summary

Ecological concerns

Protection of the environment is a central focus of the organic standards, but there are key environmental issues that the organic standards do not address at present, including

water use 
energy use
Economic and social issues

Organic standards do not address economic or social issues such as

Labor conditions

Farm size

Profitability of farms

Business structure or size

Affordability of food
However, many consumers think they should address these issues. 
Animal Welfare 

Organic standards include animal welfare requirements, including a requirement to treat sick animals and language about “access to the outdoors, shade, shelter, exercise areas, fresh air, and direct sunlight” and  “access to pasture for ruminants.”    However, the rule allows for a lot of interpretation, and some organic farms have been accused of ignoring the spirit of the animal welfare requirements. 
Integrity

The farmers, processors, and retailers who produced and delivered organic food in the 1970s and 1980s did so because they believed it was better for the environment and for society.  Many of the new players in the organic market are there simply for the money.  The increasing importance of profits as the motivation for organic agriculture raises questions about the integrity of the organic market.  For example: 

What kinds of additives should be allowed in processed organic foods?

How much movement should be allowed between conventional and organic production?

Organic standards sometimes allow use of certain conventional inputs (such as seeds) when no comparable organic product is commercially available.  How strictly or generously should these exceptions be granted?   

Everything Else

Food and agriculture are central to our lives, but they are only one dimension of our impact on the earth.  However, everything in our environment is connected in some way, so where should the boundaries of organic agriculture be drawn? 

Should tractors in organic agriculture be required to run on biodiesel?  How about the trucks that deliver organic food?  

Should organic shops and restaurants be heated by solar power and powered by wind?  Should they be built according to sustainable building standards?  

