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Are you an organic aficionado, or do you buy whatever foods appear to be the best value for
your family? If you’re choosing organic, you’re definitely not alone – in a 2016 survey, 68% of
Americans reported purchasing organic foods within the previous month. These choices are
not without a cost. Perceived as being healthier alternatives to conventionally farmed foods,
organics are often significantly more expensive – according to Consumer Reports, organic
foods are on average almost 50% more expensive than conventional foods!

What about for pets? Compared to human foods, there are relatively few organic pet food
options – any given retailer may only stock one or two brands. And like human foods,
organic pet foods are considerably more expensive than traditional pet foods – an organic
dry food typically costs more than double what a high quality non-organic pet food costs! 
The obvious question is whether the added expense is an investment in good health for us,
our pets, and the environment or whether we’re being taken for a ride.
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Spoiler alert: the verdict is still out on the health benefits of organically grown foods versus
conventionally-produced ones for humans and there really is no information for dogs or cats!

Let’s examine the evidence by answering some common questions:

Are there more nutrients in organic foods compared to conventional?
In general, nutrient differences between conventional and organic foods seem to be
minimal. Three large studies on organic foods (each a “meta-analysis” or “systemic review” =
large study of all the data from many other smaller studies) showed that compared to
conventional foods, organic foods had:

Small increases in antioxidants
Small increases in phosphorus
Higher amounts of omega-3 fatty acids  in organic meat and milk.

While these all seem like good things, the differences between the nutrient levels in the
foods were small and unlikely to result in any health benefits. Nutrient levels in food can
vary widely based on season, soil type, temperature, growing method, and shipping/storage
times so that organic piece of fruit doesn’t necessarily have more nutrients than the
conventional one next to it even if on average organic varieties are higher in a specific
nutrient. Moreover, if a diet is already meeting nutrient needs, more of a specific nutrient
doesn’t necessarily make it better.  So, the bottom line is that there is little evidence of
nutritional benefits of organic foods for humans.

This likely applies even more for pets as pet food is designed to be a “complete and
balanced”, providing all essential nutrients at levels that meet or exceed recommended
amounts. So, if less of a nutrient is coming from one food ingredient, quality manufacturers
will ensure that it is made up for by another ingredient to ensure that the total nutrient
amount meets the minimum guidelines.

Do organic foods use less pesticides?
Many consumers purchase organic foods to reduce pesticide exposure.  There is a common
misconception that organic foods are grown without the use of pesticides. In fact, organic
foods typically are treated with pesticides, but they are usually different pesticides than
those allowed in conventional foods. Note that different doesn’t necessarily always mean
safer – it just means that the pesticides cannot be synthetic and have to be certified for use
in organic gardening.

The amount of pesticide residues – organic or not – on foods varies by the type of food and
the country where it is grown. Some foods are low in pesticide residues regardless of how
they are grown while other foods show a much bigger difference between organic and
conventional. Various organizations (e.g. Consumer Reports, Environmental Working Group)
have published information on average pesticide residues for various grains and produce,
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but interestingly enough these resources don’t always agree (look at spinach and cherries
on both sites). It is also important to keep in mind that just because a food may be “higher
risk” for pesticide residues doesn’t mean that it would cause health issues as part of a
normal diet.

Are organic foods better for the environment?
While it may seem like it would be straightforward that organic would be better for the
environment, the issue is actually pretty complex. Again, it depends on the type of food and
the type of environmental impact that is being considered. Many organic foods are not as
productive as conventional so more land and fossil fuels (for the tractors that plant, till, and
pick the fields) are required to produce the same amount of finished food.  If you want to
make sure that you are minimizing the environmental impact of your food, check out this
site for a great comparison of both farming methods to learn whether organic or
conventional farming has the biggest overall environmental impact for a specific food.

What about GMOs?
A final reason that many consumers cite for buying organic is to avoid GMOs (genetically
modified organisms). It is true that GMO plants (only 10 plants are currently available as
GMO-versions in the US) are not allowed to be sold as organic, even if they would otherwise
meet the guidelines for organic. However, despite widespread consumer belief that GMOs
should be avoided, there is actually no evidence that they are harmful to pet or human
health (stay tuned for a future post on GMOs).

What are the rules for organic pet foods?
Now that we’ve covered the controversies about organic foods, it’s important to know how
organic pet foods are regulated. There are actually no regulations that apply to organic pet
foods specifically – instead they must meet the USDA guidelines for organic human foods.
To be “certified organic” and carry the USDA organic seal, a pet or human food must contain
at least 95% organic ingredients. Foods that do not meet this standard can still list “made
with organic <specific ingredients>” on their packaging if they contain at least 70% organic
ingredients overall or simply use “organic” as a qualifier for specific ingredients in their
ingredient lists if they do not meet this threshold. Otherwise, the standards for organic pet
foods are identical to those for pet foods using conventionally-farmed ingredients.

The bottom line on organic pet foods
So, with all this in mind, what is a concerned pet owner to do? Certainly, if you feel strongly
about feeding an organic diet to your pet (commercial or home-cooked), your pet doesn’t
have special needs that restrict the type of diet you can feed, and you can afford the price
difference, do so. Just be sure to get your recipe from a board-certified veterinary
nutritionist or research the company making the commercial food carefully to be sure
you’re not sacrificing nutritional knowledge and quality control just to be feeding organic.
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If, on the other hand, your pet needs a special diet or you can’t justify the expense or limited
options, don’t worry that your pet is missing out on any health benefits.  Talk to your
veterinarian about the optimal high quality diet for your pet with conventional ingredients.
You can be confident that if you give your pet plenty of exercise and enrichment, regular
veterinary care, keep them lean, and provide lots of love, you’re providing them with the
best of care.

Follow us on Twitter @petfoodology

Why Trust Us?

As you’re on this website right now, we can assume that you love pets and likely have a
special dog or cat (or many) in your life. We love them, too! And not only do we love the
pets, we also love their people, and you are our reason for making this site.

Learn more about the Clinical Nutrition Team at Tufts

The Clinical Nutrition Service at Foster Hospital for Small Animals offers in-person and
telephone appointments to pet owners and case consultations to veterinarians within the
Foster Hospital and throughout the country.

MAKE AN APPOINTMENT
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The Tufts Obesity Clinic for Animals specializes in customized weight management plans
that allow for safe weight loss with expert guidance from a board-certified veterinary
nutritionist within the Clinical Nutrition Service.

MAKE AN APPOINTMENT
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