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ORGANIC, from page 5
req u es t, Wallick d iscovered  th is  w as an 
in ten tiona l a ttem p t to  change th e  ru les  
beh ind  c losed  doors.

O ne em ail h e  ob tained , s e n t from  an 
em ployee a t organ ic  g ian t E arth b o u n d  Farm  
to  USDA D eputy  A dm in istra to r M iles 
M cEvoy a fte r  th e  con tam ina ted  com post 
w as initially banned , sta ted :

“I g e t th e  n e ed  to  have a policy, b u t th is  
p re c e d e n t is frightening . O nce codified in 
policy, I ’d have to  ex p ec t th a t  any tim e any 
p roh ib ited  m ateria l is found in any farm  
in p u t -  organic inpu t included -  in any 
am ount, w e’ll have to  stop  using  th a t  inpu t 
un til an accep tab le  am o u n t is de te rm ined . 
G iven th e  n u m b er of com pounds we are  
likely to  find once we se ek  them , w e’ll be 
stopp ing  early  and o f te n . ... W hat h appens 
w hen  we find a co n tam inan t is p re se n t for 
w hich th e re  is no EPA to le ran ce  in any food 
crop? T h en  th e re ’s h o rm o n es and an tib io tics 
in m anu re  -  th e se  w ould no doub t be  
considered  con tam inan ts as well. S eek  and 
ye shall f in d . ... I ’d p re fe r to  see  an in te rim  
policy th a t  recogn izes we live in an im pure 
w orld and th a t  organic p roduction  seek s to 
m inim ize th o se  im purities in p rocess and 
p roduct.”

W ith th e  evidence co llected  by Wallick, 
van Saun and K im brell launched  a legal 
challenge, along w ith  P o rtland ’s Crag Law 
C enter, to  disqualify th e  guidance docum ent 
on th e  g rounds th a t th e  USDA should have

gone th rough  th e  form al rule-change 
p rocess and notified th e  public before 
allowing con tam inated  com post to  be  used.

In  2016, a judge ag reed  and overtu rned  
th e  policy, telling th e  USDA th a t a form al 
ru le  change would be needed .

T h a t ru le  change proposal is expected  th is 
fall and van Saun urges organic consum ers to 
weigh in w ith public com m ent if they  don’t  
w ant th e ir  veggies grown w ith contam inated 
com post.

K arr a t O regon T ilth  said th a t during  th e  
five years con tam inated  com post was 
allowed, te s ts  of com post p roducts O regon 
grow ers w ere  using cam e up clean.

A ccording to  M etro , P o rtland ’s curbside 
com posting  program  sends w aste  to  third- 
p a rty  com post p roducers, such as N a tu re ’s 
N eeds in N orth  Plains.

N ickolas O lheiser, N a tu re ’s N eeds 
organics m anager, said som e of th e  com post 
th ey  produce  from  th e  u rban  curbside 
p rog ram  ends up  on organic farm s in th e  
W ashington C ounty area.

“Slim to  no chance of pestic ides being 
p re se n t in th e  fin ished m aterial. C om posting 
provides an optim al env ironm en t for 
deconstruc ting  pestic ides,” he  said. “We also 
te s t  every th ing  before it leaves th e  facility 
for n o t ju s t  pestic ides, b u t for pathogens, 
m etals, nu tritional con ten t, e tc .”

No synthetics, almost
T h ere  is a caveat to th e  ban  on syn the tics in

organic farm ing. W hen fa rm ers  cannot 
access a synthetic-free organic-approved 
substance  they  need  for p e s t control, soil 
im provem ent o r o th e r  farm ing practice, th e  
N ational Organic S tandards B oard can add a 
syn thetic  chem ical to  a list of exceptions 
known as th e  N ational List.

All item s added to th e  list m u st go 
th rough  a rigorous review  p rocess and show 
they  will n o t significantly harm  hum an 
health  o r th e  environm ent. T h ere  are 
cu rren tly  43 syn thetics allowed in organic 
farm ing.

In th e  past, any syn thetic  th a t w as added 
to th e  list would autom atically drop off a fte r 
five years un less th e  board  voted to  keep  it 
on th e  list. B ut in 2013, th e  default w as 
reversed . Now, anything added to  list stays 
on indefinitely.

T h e  C e n te r  for Food Safety and 12 o th e r  
g roups su ed  on th e  g rounds th a t  th is  
change in th e  defau lt se ttin g  should  n o t 
have b e en  m ade w ith o u t public no tice.
T h a t case  is ongoing.

“C onsum ers would likely no t be 
concerned  abou t th e  m ajority  of item s of 
th e  (N ational L ist),” said C am eron H arsh , 
sen io r m anager for organic and anim al 
policy a t C en te r for Food Safety.

However, he  said, th e re  are  a few 
exceptions, such  as D L-M ethionine, a 
pou ltry  feed additive contain ing  am ino acid 
concen tra tions. I t’s u sed  to  p rom ote  high 
ra te s  of w eigh t gain in b irds. B u t b irds can 
ge t th o se  sam e am ino acids by eating

insects, h e rb s  o r a w ide varie ty  of p lants, 
w hich could be achieved if th e  b irds foraged 

outdoors.
“C onsum ers m ay be  d ish ea rten ed  to 

lea rn  th a t th e  USDA often  re s is ts  taking 
item s off th e  (N ational List) for w hich 
organic a lternatives now ex ist and are 
com m ercially available,” he  said.

K arr a t O regon T ilth  said th a t w hen  item s 
drop off th e  list suddenly, it can h u r t  
p roducers w ho are  relying on th o se  
substances.

“F arm ers  n eed  tools in th e  toolbox, and 
especially  organic fa rm ers ,” she  said. “If you 
don’t  have any contro ls o r tools th a t you can 
u se  for fertility, for soil m anagem ent, for 
d isease  m anagem ent, p e s t m anagem ent, i t ’s 
a hard  m ountain  to  clim b.”

P ortland  a tto rney  van Saun argues th a t 
because  a m ainstay  of th e  O rganic Food 
P roduction  Act is th a t no syn thetic  
substances are  allowed, th e  default should 
be to  take  item s off th e  list, n o t keep  th em  
on.

“B ut,” she  said, “if th is  is an  im p o rtan t 
substance  th a t  fa rm ers  o r p ro d u ce rs  still 
need , th e n  NOSB can vote to  keep  it  on. I t ’s 
n o t like th ings drop off and no one  h as an  
ability to  stop  th a t.”
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