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As consumers, hearing or reading about pesticides and organic versus conventional food is 
becoming more common place. Understanding the differences between organic and conventional 
food, as well as health implications associated with chemical and/or synthetic pesticide exposure, 
is perhaps less understood by the average person. As childcare providers, the responsibility for 
providing healthy food to children lies with you. Knowing which foods are healthy choices for 
children can be a difficult task. However, when armed with knowledge, making healthful choices 
on behalf of your children should be more manageable and less daunting.

The following pages will discuss the differences between organic and conventionally grown 
food, health benefits associated with eating organic food, and health risks associated with eating 
conventional food containing low to high levels of chemical or synthetic pesticide residues. In 
addition, the following will be provided: tips for buying low-residue foods on a budget, questions 
to ask produce farmers, and tips for reading food labels.

Farms using conventional agriculture methods commonly use chemical fertilizers, synthetic pesticides, 
fungicides, and herbicides. In addition, conventionally grown foods may be from genetically modified 
organisms (GMOs). Ionizing radiation (food irradiation) is also widely utilized during conventional food 
processing in an effort to reduce spoilage and eliminate food-borne pathogens.

In contrast, organic labeling denotes the food product was produced through approved systems. According to 
the USDA, these systems strive to blend “cultural, biological, and mechanical practices that foster cycling of 
resources, promote ecological balance, and conserve biodiversity” (1). Most synthetic and chemical materials, 
such as pesticides and fertilizers, as well as antibiotics may not be used in organic food production. Also, 
organic farms and processors are not permitted to use genetically modified seeds or ingredients, ionizing 
radiation is not used, and annual onsite inspections are required to verify compliance with USDA organic 
certification requirements (1).

Defining Organic and Conventionally Grown Food

Concerns with Conventional Foods
A key concern with conventionally grown food is the potentially harmful organophosphate (OP) pesticide 
residues they contain. Health risks associated with dietary and/or environmental OP pesticide exposure include 
preeclampsia (PE), reduced birth weight, reduced gestation period, reduced IQ in children, and increased risk 
of developing leukemia in children less than 2 years old (2, 3, 4). According to a large and inclusive report 
by Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC), OP pesticides (also called OP insecticides) are widely 
used on conventional food crops in the United States, accounting for an estimated “73 million pounds of 
organophosphorus insecticides (70% of all insecticides)” used in America (5). Most people come into contact 
with OP pesticides through the food they eat. Children, babies and fetuses are more sensitive and at higher risk 
of pesticide toxicity and neurotoxicant susceptibility compared to adults. Children weigh much less than adults 
making their pesticide toxicity tolerance very low in comparison. Enzymes used to detoxify activated forms of 
specific OP pesticides are also lower in children. Therefore, children, babies, women of childbearing age, and 
pregnant women should consume foods low in OP pesticides whenever possible to reduce associated health 
risks (2).



  Consuming adequate amounts of fruits and vegetables high in vitamins, minerals, antioxidants, 
and phytochemicals is widely known to provide health benefits and reduce and/or reverse disease. When 
looking at nutritional quality of organic versus conventionally grown crops, research findings indicate organic 
crops are superior with regards to vitamins, minerals, antioxidants, and phytochemicals when grown under 
optimal conditions. Antioxidants and phytochemicals have been estimated to be about 19% higher in organic 
crops/crop-based foods compared to conventionally grown crops. By eating organic versus conventionally 
grown food, a person could increase their antioxidant and phytochemical consumption by 20-60% without 
adding extra dietary calories (6).

Organic vs. Conventional: 
Is One More Nutritious?
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Environmental Working Group’s 2015 Clean Fifteen & Dirty Dozen Plus:

If you are unable to 
purchase organic produce 

or find yourself in a 
situation where organic 
produce is not available, 
choose food listed on the 
Clean 15 list and avoid 
food listed on the Dirty 

Dozen Plus list whenever 
possible. 

Visit www.ewg.org for 
more information.

Shopper’s Guide to Pesticides in Produce

Dirty Dozen 
(Plus)

Being on a budget requires tight control of how much money is spent on food. Purchasing foods containing low 
amounts of pesticide residues is possible with a little work. Begin by comparing prices between organic and 
conventionally grown food and food products. If a non-organic option is slightly less expensive than a comparable 
organic option, choose the organic option. Buy fresh produce in-season as they’ll be less expensive, look for sales, 
shop at farmers’ markets, and buy in bulk whenever possible. Freeze seasonal produce for year-long access to 
organic foods. If you cannot afford or find organic or naturally grown produce and/or products in a store or farmers’ 
market near you, consult EWG’s “Dirty Dozen, Clean Fifteen” list. Opt for conventional produce listed on the 
“Clean Fifteen” list which contain the least amount of pesticide residues when organic foods aren’t an option (7).

Buying Low-Pesticide Residue Foods Without 
Blowing Your Budget

** Please Remember! **
Eating fruits and vegetables, regardless of how they are grown, 

is very important to the health of your children.

http://www.ewg.org


What pest control methods do you use on your farm?
Farming practices that avoid using chemical/synthetic pesticides include growing pest-
resistant crop varieties, using predatory insects to kill plant-eating pests (e.g., lady bugs 
and praying mantis), using mechanical pest traps, and eliminating pest nesting areas by 
plowing under harvested crops.

What types of fertilizers do you use?
Many farmers use synthetic fertilizers to increase growth and yield in produce crops 
but their use is unnecessary and can be harmful to both humans and the environment. 
Fertilizing options that are free of OP pesticides include using organic compost and/or 
manure from pasture-raised farms.

Does this produce come from your farm?
Farmers will often outsource for specific produce items, such as fruit from orchards, to 
provide more variety of produce at their farm stands for customers. Selling produce grown 
by multiple farmers is okay as long as the farmer you are buying from is outsourcing from 
other farmers who do not use chemical and/or synthetic pesticides and fertilizers. Ask 
your farmer about who they outsource from and what farming methods are used by these 
outsourced farmers.

Is your farm certified organic or naturally grown?
If a farm’s products are certified with a third party label, such as USDA Organic or Certified 
Naturally Grown, some of the work is done for you. Some farmers choose not to become 
certified organic for financial or political reasons. Others are working towards becoming 
certified, but this process can take 7 years or more. Not being certified organic doesn’t 
mean that they’re not using organic or natural farming methods, or that you shouldn’t 
support them. However, it does mean that the responsibility lies with you to find out how 
they farm. Most farmers whose produce is not certified organic will be willing to explain 
why and answer any questions you have.

General Questions to Ask a Produce Farmer

ASKING QUESTIONS is the best way to make sure that you’re 
buying healthy food with little to no pesticide residues while 
supporting farmers who practice organic and/or natural farming 
methods. The following are examples of questions to ask your local 
farmers before deciding who to buy food from:



The U.S Department of Agriculture prohibits discrimination against its customers, employees, and applicants for employment on the bases of race, color, national origin, age, disability, sex, gender identity, religion, reprisal, 
and where applicable, political beliefs, marital status, familial or parental status, sexual orientation, or all or part of an individual’s income is derived from any public assistance program, or protected genetic information in 
employment or in any program or activity conducted or funded by the Department. (Not all prohibited bases will apply to all programs, the first six protected bases of race, color, national origin, age, disability and sex are the 
six protected bases for applicants and recipients of the Child Nutrition Programs.)

If you wish to file a Civil Rights program complaint of discrimination, complete the USDA Program Discrimination Complaint Form, found online at http://www.ascr.usda.gov/complaint_filing_cust.html, or at any USDA 
office, or call (866) 632-9992 to request the form. You may also write a letter containing all of the information requested in the form. Send your completed complaint form or letter to us by mail at U.S. Department of 
Agriculture, Director, Office of Adjudication, 1400 Independence Avenue, S.W., Washington, D.C. 20250-9410, by fax (202) 690-7442 or email at program.intake@usda.gov.

Individuals who are deaf, hard of hearing or have speech disabilities may contact USDA through the Federal Relay Service at (800) 877-8339; or (800) 845-6136 (Spanish).

USDA is an equal opportunity provider and employer.

Resources:
1. United States Department of Agriculture, Agricultural Marketing Service. (2014). Retrieved from http://www.ams. usda.gov/
AMSv1.0/nop
2. Bouchard, M., Chevrier, J., Harley, K., Kogut, K., Vedar, M., Calderon, N., . . . Eskenazi, B. (2011). doi:10.1289/ehp.100
3. Ferreira, J., Couto, A., Pombo-de-Oliveira, M., Koifman, S., & the Brazilian Collaborative Study Group of Infant Acute Leukemia. 
(2013). doi:10.1289/ehp.1103942
4. Eskenazi, B., Harley, K., Bradman, A., Weltzien, E., Jewell, N., Barr, D., … Holland, N. (2004). doi:10.1289/ehp.6789
5. Centers for Disease Control and Prevention. (2009). Fourth national report on human exposure to environmental chemicals. http://
www.cdc.gov/exposurereport/
6. Baranski, M., Srednicka-Tober, D., Volakakis, N., Seal, C., Sanderson, R., Stewart, G., … Leifert, C. (2014). doi:10.1017/S000711451 
4001366
7. Environmental Working Group (EWG). http://www.ewg.org/
8. McEvoy, M. (2014). Retrieved from http://blogs.usda.gov/2014/05/16/organic-101-understanding-the-made-with-organic-label/

Food packaging usually features information about the food and its ingredients. Understanding what 
the labels and specific terms mean is beneficial and will help in determining if  the food is what you are 
looking for. “There are four distinct labeling categories for certified organic food products: 100% Organic, 
Organic, Made with organic _______ , and specific organic ingredients” (8). The following is what you 
need to know about what the USDA Organic label and others mean:

Reading Food Package Labels

4. Ingredient panel only
Means the food has less than 

70% organic ingredients. 
“Organic” can only be used on 

the ingredient panel.

2. “Organic”
Means a minimum of  95% of  
ingredients are organic. The 

package may include the USDA 
Organic logo.

3. “Made with organic ingredients”
Means 70% to 94% of  the product is organic. The USDA 

Organic logo cannot be used on the package.

1. “100% Organic”
Means all ingredients are organic. The USDA Organic 

logo may be used on the packaging.
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Thank you for choosing us for 
your training needs:
Wildwood CACFP
...for those who care for children

12200 E. Briarwood Ave. Suite 175
Centennial, CO  80112

Visit us online for more 
great tips and information:

www.wildwoodonline.org
www.facebook.com/WildwoodCACFP

www.twitter.com/WildwoodCACFP

When you have completed this course, 
click HERE to take the test.

(or you can type this address into your browser: http://tinyurl.com/RPLtest)

Be sure to read each field carefully to ensure that 
you receive an accurate certificate.

http://www.wildwoodonline.org
www.facebook.com/WildwoodCACFP
www.twitter.com/WildwoodCACFP
https://docs.google.com/forms/d/1avpzGJ6JxcuYOSBebl9FUg8tlMNRIkqisXhNMkaJQzI/viewform
http://tinyurl.com/RPLtest

