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Preliminary Evaluation of Organic (for Food) as an Environmental Attribute

Introduction

The Defense Logistics Agency, in concert with the military services and other Federal agencies, including the Environmental Protection Agency (EPA), the U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA), and the General Services Agency (GSA), has collaborated to add a new element to the Federal Logistics Catalog System. This new element, called an Environmental Attribute or Characteristic code (ENAC), identifies products that are environmentally preferable over other similar products, and signifies that the product meets strict, definable environmental standards and criteria from an approved environmental body. Military and Federal agency customers worldwide can buy Environmentally Preferable Products (EPP) from DLA with confidence in knowing that the ENAC criteria has been reviewed and approved by a consensus of the military services and Federal agencies through the DLA-chaired Joint Group on Environmental Attributes (JGEnvAtt). 

DLA is currently evaluating additional factors for consideration as new Environmental Attributes in the Federal Logistics Information System (FLIS). This paper provides a preliminary evaluation of Organic (for food) for consideration as an Environmental Attribute. 

Potential Environmental Attributes are evaluated against three criteria
:

· They must be a policy priority
;

· They must be readily definable
; and

· They must show life-cycle savings
.

A summary of the results of research on Organic (for food) with respect to each of these criteria is presented below.

Policy Priority

Executive Order 13101, "Greening the Government through Waste Prevention, Recycling, and Federal Acquisition
," requires federal agencies to consider the environmental impact of their procurement decisions. The order requires DLA to operate an affirmative procurement program in accordance with Section 6002 of the Resource Conservation and Recovery Act (RCRA). Organic foods help achieve the objectives of the order, through pollution prevention and toxicity reduction, since organic products are typically produced without use of pesticides, herbicides, and other dangerous substances.   

The Agricultural Marketing Service (AMS), an arm of the United States Department of Agriculture (USDA), has developed the National Organic Program (NOP), a rigorous program that facilitates domestic and international marketing of fresh and processed food that is organically produced. The NOP was published in the Federal Register in December 2000. The program establishes “national standards for the production and handling of organically produced products.” (www.ams.usda.gov/nop/ NOP/standards/ Intro.html). It also established a national-level accreditation program that the AMS administers for state officials and individuals who want to be accredited as certifying agents. The NOP is authorized under the Organic Food Production Act of 1990, as amended (7 U.S.C. 6501 et seq.).  

Prior to the USDA action developing the NOP standards, states and individuals developed their own standards in order to identify and verify the organic content of their goods. Since organic products typically can not be visually distinguished from non-organic, consumers rely on labels to identify these goods. Currently in the U.S. there are 13 state and 36 private certification programs. The California Certified Organic Farmers were the first to offer third-party certification in the early 1970s. Discrepancies between various certification programs have impeded market development and thus, the need for national standardization has grown.

Two categories of benefits are generally attributed to organic foods:  health and nutrition, and the environment.  

a. Health and Nutrition. According to the USDA, it “makes no claims that organically produced food is safer or more nutritious than conventionally produced food. Organic food differs from conventionally produced food in the way it is grown, handled, and processed.”
 Non-governmental organizations and various research organizations have published data indicating there are nutritional benefits. For example, food scientist Alyson E. Mitchell, PhD, and colleagues at the University of California, Davis, found that fruits and vegetables subjected to chewing by bugs produce compounds called flavonoids, a nutrient that plays important roles in preventing cancer and heart disease.
 Analysis of organically grown fruits, vegetables, and grains show significant increases in nutritional value when compared to their conventional counterparts.
 According to the EPA, laboratory studies show that pesticides can cause health problems, such as birth defects, nerve damage, cancer, and other effects that might occur over a long period of time. The effects depend on how toxic the pesticide is and how much of it is consumed. They also note that some pesticides pose unique health risks to children. A National Institute of Health study monitored blood levels of organophosphate pesticides in school children and found those with an organic diet had significantly lower concentrations of pesticides in their blood than those on a conventional diet.
 The EPA estimates that there are 10,000 to 20,000 cases of acute pesticide poisonings nationwide among agricultural workers, due mostly to insecticides.

b. Environmental. A University of Georgia study found that watersheds with organic farms have reduced agricultural impact and lower runoff risk from nitrogen and sediment.
  According to the EPA, agriculture is responsible for fouling more than 173,000 miles of waterways with chemicals, erosion and animal waste runoff, and farming is responsible for 70 percent of waterway pollution, more than sewage treatment plants, urban storm sewers and pollution deposited from the air all combined.
  

Relevance to DLA

Defense Supply Center Philadelphia’s Subsistence Directorate supports military personnel and their dependents worldwide by supplying food to the Defense Commissary Agency (DeCA), other Federal Agencies, the Veterans Administration, Public Health Service hospitals, the USDA's National School Lunch Program, and the District of Columbia School District. Their Produce Business Unit is the worldwide provider for fresh fruits and vegetables to the DeCA, Military Services, Military Exchanges and MWR (Morale, Welfare and Recreation) Facilities, Job Corps Centers, VA Hospitals, Federal Prisons, as well as Schools and Indian Reservations in partnership with the US Department of Agriculture, National School Lunch Program and related Food and Nutrition Services Programs. 

The scale of their food business is significant. The Defense Commissary alone represents about $5 Billion of business per year at over 280 grocery stores it operates worldwide. The commissary service offers military members, their families and retirees an average savings of over 30% compared to commercial grocery stores. The U.S. market for organic food is approaching $10 Billion annually.  Fifty percent of households purchase organic food occasionally (monthly or less), and between 9 and 19 percent of households purchase organic food weekly.
  

Definition

To be useful in designating specific products as meeting an environmental attribute, the definition must be quantified and measurable. In other words, an item manager must be able to determine whether or not a specific product meets the definition of the attribute. Definitions for the NOP are defined in “Subpart A – Definitions” and the certification process for organic production or handling are clearly set out in “Subpart E – Certification.”
 The Rule establishes three types of labels that producers can use: 

· 100 Percent Organic -- these products contain (excluding water and salt) only organically produced ingredients.

· Organic -- these products must contain at least 95 percent organically produced ingredients (excluding water and salt). Any remaining product ingredients must consist of nonagricultural substances approved on the National List or non-organically produced agricultural products that are not commercially available in organic form.

· Made with Organic Ingredients -- these are multi-ingredient products containing between 70 and 95 percent organic agricultural ingredients.
 

Life-Cycle Savings

Purchase costs for organic foods are typically higher than for conventional products since most of the costs associated with production, certification, etc. are passed along to the consumer. Despite the higher costs, consumers who see personal benefit in the organic production methods and in the certification process seem to be willing to pay higher prices for these products. 

Certified Organic Producers face costs associated with accreditation, production and handling, adjustments to the new NOP rule, recordkeeping, and labeling. Costs to retailers may include costs associated with requirements for prevention of contamination of organic products with prohibited substances and co-mingling with non-organic products. Costs to States include costs for implementing the national certification programs and for enforcement of certification rules. Most of the costs associated with production, etc. may be passed on to consumers.  

The life-cycle savings of organic foods also include reduced toxicity to the environment from avoided use of pesticides and fertilizers. 

Recommendations

Retail price premiums for organic foods average 10% to 30% higher than conventional.
  Since environmental impacts associated with farming are not paid by the Department of Defense, there is no direct economic return for purchasing organic foods. Studies quantifying the social and economic costs of pesticide poisonings have not been done. As a result, it is not possible to quantify a cost benefit to DoD of purchasing organic food, but studies do make a strong case for a societal benefit, when the cost of agricultural subsidies and national tax considerations are taken into account. DLA may wish to conduct a more in depth study of organic food in conjunction with the DeCA.  

References






� Excerpt from response to Senate Armed Services Committee Senate Report 105-189 -- to accompany Environmentally Preferable Products, May 11, 1998.


� Policy Priority refers to Attributes that are established by laws, regulations, Executive Orders and other directives. Policy Priority also refers to Attributes that are addressed by policies or management goals of the military services.


� Readily Definable means that specific definitions and criteria must be available from governing bodies and / or recognized standards-setting organizations. The ENAC must contain information that is not only readily understandable, but in addition, will specify that a product is preferable over a similar product that performs the same function. As such, the ENAC must relate a clearly-defined and quantifiable characteristic.


� Life-Cycle Savings means that usage of the product will result in cost savings over the lifetime of the product. Executive Order 13101 and other Federal directives require that government agencies and the military services consider life-cycle costs in acquisition planning. Some of the most significant benefits of using Environmentally Preferable Products are typically found in reduced costs associated with materials storage and handling; use of energy, water and other resources; waste stream management, treatment and disposal; compliance, permitting and reporting; and liability from work-related injuries and environmental contamination.


� U.S. Office of the Federal Environmental Executive, "Executive Order 13101," Part 4, Section 401, www.ofee.gov/eo/13101.htm.


� http://www.ams.usda.gov/nop/Consumers/brochure.html


� http://my.webmd.com/content/article/61/71449.htm


� http://www.organicconnection.net/nutritional.html


� http://www.ewg.org/pdf/20021122_UWstudy.pdf


� J.R. Reigart and J.R. Roberts, Recognition and Management of Pesticide Poisonings, EPA #735-R-98-003, Office of Pesticide Programs, U.S. Environmental Protection Agency, Washington, DC, 1999.


� http://www.consumerscouncil.org/policy/organic_case_study.pdf


� http://commdocs.house.gov/committees/ag/hagfeed.000/hagfeed_0f.htm


�   http://www.consumerscouncil.org/policy/organic_case_study.pdf


� The National Organic Program, U.S. Department of Agriculture, Agricultural Marketing Service, http://www.ams.usda.gov/nop/NOP.


� Environmentally Preferable Purchasing (EPP), Defense Logistics Agency Community Monthly Newsletter, Volume 2, Issue 2, February 2003.


�     http://www.consumerscouncil.org/policy/organic_case_study.pdf






