Everyone understands the concept of organic fruits and vegetables--produce grown without pesticides, herbicides, or chemical fertilizers. But organic meat? Yes. The U.S. Department of Agriculture has announced that livestock producers who meet certain standards will be allowed to label their meat or poultry as "certified organic" by any one of some 44 organizations, among them the Northeast Organic Farmers Association, the Organic Crop Improvement Association International, and a dozen State Departments of Agriculture. What makes meat organic? According to Katherine DiMatteo of the Organic Trade Association, an organization with 900 members in the U.S. and Canada, the term "organic" generally implies that a food product--whether meat, fruits, grains, or vegetables--has been raised with as little negative impact on the environment as possible. Thus, to qualify for an organic meat claim, a rancher or farmer should provide living conditions similar to the animals' natural habitat, manage the animals' impact on the environment (by controlling the size of a herd on a field or the amount of manure produced in one area), use only 100 percent organic feed, and refrain from using antibiotics, growth hormones, or parasite-killing medications. Note that the USDA has yet to arrive at a federal definition for "organic," so each independent certifier is free to set its own definition and standards. (For example, one certifier might say a grazing field has to have been pesticide-free for two years; another, for three.) Once comprehensive federal standards have been defined, each certifier will be held accountable to these. In the meantime, consumers who desire more information on a certifier's standards may wish to contact the meat producer listed on the label.

