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IDEAS HEALTH

It’s Time for the FDA to
Define ‘Natural’

Paul Greenberg and Jason J. Czarnezki May 4, 2016

@ Paul Greenberg is the author of
American Catch and Environmental
Author-in-Residence at Pace University,
and Jason J. Czarnezki is Executive
Director of Environmental Law
Programs at Pace University.

Americans have until May 10 to add Joe Raedle—Getty Images
their comments on what the word

Workers fill a trailer with tomatoes, in
should mean

Florida, on Feb. 6, 2013.

For anyone with a deep, enduring
faith in the meaning of nature, it may
come as something of a shock to
learn that the word “natural” means
nothing at all—at least when it comes
to the business of marketing
processed food. Every year, U.S.
corporations sell tens of billions of
dollars worth of food products
labeled as “natural.” Yet, to this day,
the Food and Drug Administration
has never formally defined the term.
The word is a kind of orphan child,
undefined by government, misused
by industry and without a
provenance or a use for the average
American consumer.

In fairness to the FDA, definition is a
tricky thing to do. As the agency
states on its website: “From a food
science perspective, it is difficult to
define a food product that is ‘natural’
because the food has probably been
processed and is no longer the
product of the earth.” But in what
could be interpreted as either a
progressive leap forward or a
significant case of overconfidence,
the FDA has issued a public call for
comments on what exactly natural
should mean. The request for
comments, originally slated to close
in January, was extended because of
popular response, and now
Americans have until next week—
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May 10—to put in their two cents on
that $40 billion worth of chow.

How, then, should we comment? At
first blush it would seem self-
evident: a natural product should
have only natural things in it, right?
But a quick perusal of some of the
ingredients that appear regularly in
our foods seem, well, kind of
unnatural. Castoreum, a commonly
used compound that gives foods a
raspberry-like taste, is mostly
derived from beaver anal glands. L-
cysteine, another natural amino acid
used to extend the shelf life of baked
goods often comes to us from
feathers and human hair swept off
the floors of barber shops.

Information like this has made some in the food-reform movement want to ban the word
“natural” altogether. We already have “organic,” which came about after a 10-year-long
throw-down that left many bruised and more than a few inflamed. Big Agriculture sought
a watered-down definition of “organic.” Lobbied by industry, the Secretary of Agriculture
created rules allowing non-organic feed to be used in dairy cattle transitioning to an
organic diet and permitting the use of synthetic substances in the handling of products
labeled as organic.In addition, wild fish advocates have to this day managed to prevent an
“organic” label being applied to farmed fish. Their argument? How could any farmed
product be more “organic” than something that is harvested purely from the wild?

The word “natural” creates similar complications. And some corporations have already
been fleeing from the word. Frito Lay, Pepperidge Farms, Pepsico and Campbell’s Soup,
have all begun abandoning use of the term from product packaging, labeling and
marketing. The impact of litigation is palpable. Based upon statistics from 2013, only
22.1% of food products and 34% of beverage products marketed that year claimed to be
“natural,” which reveals a decrease from 30.4% and 45.5% respectively only three years
prior. Insiders suspect that’s due to legal action or fear of future disputes about
misleading labels.

Some believe “natural” should be promoted to be a kind of “super organic.” In this model
“natural” would mean any product that is 100% organic and is void of any artificial
ingredients. Others, like Margot Pollans, professor at Pace Law School and director of
the Pace-NRDC Food Law Initiative, believe that government labeling, in the absence of
direct regulation of food production practices, is misplaced as it puts too much of a
burden on consumers to do the right thing and lets food producers off the hook for poor
environmental practices.

In our opinion, something of a middle road is needed, a way of making “natural” part of
the family of responsible labels that lead to the betterment of American nutrition and a
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healthier environment. You cannot at this point make the word “natural” disappear. Nor
would it be constructive to diminish a word like “organic” which so many have worked
long and hard to imbue with real meaning.

In a way, the path toward the middle road has already been partially laid by another
government agency. The U.S. Department of Agriculture, which has jurisdiction over
livestock and poultry, has deemed that “naturally raised” animal meats should be free of
growth promoters, antibiotics, animal by-products, or fish by-products. Further, the
USDA allows animal meats to be labeled “natural” only if they are minimally processed,
and lack artificial flavoring, colorants, preservatives or additives. This, to our mind, is a
good start.

And to finish the equation perhaps the answer we need is right there in front of us in the
dictionary. One of Merriam-Webster’s alternative definitions of the word “natural” is
elegant in its simplicity. Something that is “natural” is something “occurring in
conformity with the ordinary course of nature: not marvelous or supernatural.” This
would allow “natural” to be adopted into the food-system family in a consistent, albeit
imperfect, manner.

Will “natural” grow up to be a better word later down the line? It just might. And then all
Americans might someday have the faith to truly eat their words.

TIME Ideas hosts the world's leading voices,
providing commentary on events in news,
society, and culture. We welcome outside
contributions. Opinions expressed do not
necessarily reflect the views of TIME editors.
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