
ORGANIC 101 
What the USDA Organic Label Means 
Really, what is “ORGANIC”?  Organic certification requires that 
farmers and handlers document their processes and get 
inspected every year. Organic on-site inspections account for 
every component of the operation, including, but not limited to, 
seed sources, soil conditions, crop health, weed and pest 
management, water systems, inputs, contamination and 
commingling risks and prevention and record-keeping. Tracing 
organic products from start to finish is part of the USDA organic 
promise.  
 
USDA certified organic foods are grown and processed according 
to federal guidelines addressing, among many factors, soil 
quality, animal raising practices, pest and weed control, and use 
of additives. Organic producers rely on natural substances and 
physical, mechanical, or biologically based farming methods to 
the fullest extent possible. 
 
Produce can be called “ORGANIC” only if it was certified to have 
grown on soil that had no prohibited substances applied for 
three years prior to harvest. Prohibited substances include most 
synthetic fertilizers and pesticides. In instances when a grower 
has to use a synthetic substance to achieve a specific purpose, 
the substance must first be approved according to criteria that 
examine its effects on human health and the environment.  

(Source:  https://www.usda.gov/media/blog/2012/03/22/organic-101-what-usda-organic-label-means 
Posted by Miles McEvoy, National Organic Program Deputy Administrator in Health and Safety)  

MADISON AREA YMCA 



THE DIRTY FIFTY-ONE 
Dirty Dozen List Has Expanded 
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Still undecided about whether to go “ALL ORGANIC” when shopping for produce?  

Here are some viable alternatives to going all organic: 

1. Check out the “Homemade Produce Wash” recipe! 

2. Focus on the “Dirty FIFTY-ONE Top 10-20 Foods” (of the ones to buy organic) 

3. Plant a garden. 

EWG (The Environmental Working Group; an American environmental organization that 
specializes in research and advocacy in the areas of toxic chemicals, agricultural 
subsidies, public lands, and corporate accountability.) analyzed pesticide residue testing 
data from the U.S. Department of Agriculture and Food and Drug Administration to come 
up with rankings for the following popular fresh produce items. Note: EWG analyzed 
pesticide tests of 48 popular produce items. They found that some Domestic and 
Imported versions varied, so they ranked those domestic and imported items separately. 
As a result, the Shopper's Guide displays 51 entries.  

All 48 foods are listed below from WORST to BEST - lower numbers indicate more pesticides. 

1. Strawberries 

2. Spinach 

3. Nectarines 

4. Apples 

5. Peaches 

6. Pears 

7. Cherries 

8. Grapes 

9. Celery 

10. Tomatoes 

11. Sweet bell peppers 

12. Potatoes 

13. Cucumbers 

14. Cherry Tomatoes 

15. Lettuce 

16. Snap peas – imported 

17. Blueberries—domestic 

18. Hot Peppers 

19. Kale/collard greens 

20. Blueberries—imported 

21. Green beans—domestic 

22. Plums 

23. Tangerines 

24. Raspberries 

25. Carrots 

26. Winter Squash 

27. Oranges 

28. Summer squash* 

29. Green beans—imported 

30. Snap peas—domestic 

31. Bananas 

32. Green Onions 

33. Watermelon 

34. Mushrooms 

35. Sweet potatoes 

36. Broccoli 

37. Grapefruit 

38. Cauliflower 

39. Cantaloupe 

40. Kiwi 

41. Honeydew melon 

42. Eggplant 

43. Mangoes 

44. Asparagus 

45. Papayas* 

46. Sweet peas frozen 

47. Onions 

48. Cabbage 

49. Pineapples 

50. Avocados 

51. Sweet Corn* 

* A small amount of sweet corn, papaya 

and summer squash sold in the United 

States is produced from genetically 

modified seeds. Buy organic varieties of 

these crops if you want to avoid 

genetically modified produce 

Source: 
https://www.ewg.org/foodnews/list.php#.WYS0jf6WzIU 
https://www.usda.gov/media/blog/2011/12/16/organic-101-what-organic-farming-and-processing-doesnt-allow 

Article written by Cynthia Lopez-Pettorino, Registered Dietitian Nutritionist, Certified Diabetes Educator, Nutrition 
Coordinator at the Madison AREA YMCA. 


