The basics of food label terms

Source: Janet Mullins, associate extension professor of food and nutrition; USDA and FDA
When you go grocery shopping, you’ve probably seen some new terms on the labels of your favorite foods. These terms are not meant to cause confusion but can help you make more informed choices about the foods you eat. This is a good thing, as concerns among consumers about food origin, safety and quality continue to increase.

Here is a list of terms found on food labels and their definition as defined by the U.S. Department of Agriculture or the Food and Drug Administration.

Organic — Products that are USDA-certified organic means that the food is produced using methods that preserve the environment and avoid most synthetic materials, like antibiotics and certain pesticides. Farms and processors, aside from keeping organic food separate from nonorganic, also must use production techniques that support animal health and welfare, provide outdoor access to animals, use approved materials, do not use genetically modified ingredients and receive annual on-site inspections. Products that meet the organic production and processing requirements are the only ones allowed to be labeled organic in a grocery store.

Natural — The USDA requires products with the natural label to be minimally processed and contain no artificial ingredients. The natural label does not include any standards about farm practices and only applies to the processing of meat and egg products.
GMO — While labeling GMO products is voluntary for food companies, a product with a genetically modified organism means that it was altered with a gene from an unrelated species outside of its natural environment. In many instances, GMO crops designed to resist insect attacks have experienced substantial reductions in insecticide use. Herbicide-tolerant crops have also offered environmental benefits through increased use of soil-protecting no-tillage farming. However, with the advent of herbicide resistance in certain weeds, there is some concern about increasing herbicide use on those farms. The technology was first introduced in the 1990s, and now more than 70 percent of packaged foods in North America contain GMOs. There is no evidence that consuming GMOs impacts human health in a negative way. There are concerns, however, about some GMO crops encouraging the overuse of pesticides and having a negative impact on the environment.
Free-range poultry — This label means the birds were given shelter in a building, room or area with unlimited access to food and fresh water. They were also given continuous outdoor access during their production cycle.
Cage-free — This term means poultry were able to freely roam a building, room or other enclosed area with unlimited access to food and fresh water during their production cycle. 
Grass-fed — The designation means the animal was fed primarily grass throughout their life. Organic animals’ pasture diet may be supplemented with grain. The USDA does not limit the use of antibiotics, hormones or pesticides for grass-fed label products, therefore you may see a meat product labeled as grass-fed organic when applicable.
Pasture-raised — Currently, there is no federal definition of this term from the USDA due to the number of variables involved in pasture production systems.

The USDA makes no claims about one type of food being more nutritious or safer than another. For more information about food and nutrition, contact the (COUNTY NAME) Extension office.
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