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Deciphering Food Labels and Claims

By Jennifer Werlin,
Extension Educator
Community Food Systems
University of Idaho,
Teton County Extension

With today’s often bewildering health
claims on food product packages and la-
bels, it can be difficult to discern which
food label claims are trustworthy. Modern
food companies use catchy terms to help
sell and add perceived value to their prod-
ucts. Common examples include, locally
grown, free-range, hormone free, GMO
free, and natural. How does one know
whether these claims are factual, regulat-
ed by the government or third-party certi-
fiers, misused, or simply “green washing”?
It can be hard and often time consuming
to research these claims, so in this Farm-to
-Fork Column, I am hoping to help shed
some light on the meaning of some of
these food labels so that you can make
your own informed food purchases.

Organic (aka Certified Organic) foods must
adhere to strictly regulated federal stand-
ards under the U.S. Department of Agricul-
ture (USDA) National Organic Program.
This certification is mandatory for farmers
selling over $5,000 in annual products. To
say a product is “organic,” 95% or more of
the ingredients must be organic and grown
with fewer pesticides and without syn-
thetic fertilizers or Genetically Modified or

Genetically Engineered (GE) products. For
meat products, animals must be fed organ-
ic feed and raised without the use of anti-
biotics.

Organic doesn’t strictly define production
practices related to space per animal or
outdoor access requirements. The USDA
has also ruled that hydroponic and aqua-
ponic products remain eligible for organic
certification. Processed organic foods can-
not contain artificial ingredients unless
they are also reviewed and cannot contain
preservatives or artificial flavors or colors.

No-spray/pesticide free products have no
third-party or legal verification, but these
claim to use no pesticides, herbicides, or

fungicides.

Natural products have little government
regulation, but Consumer Reports has
found that 62% of shoppers seek out the
label “natural.” This claim doesn’t mean
no pesticides or antibiotics, nor if the ani-
mals are raised on pasture or feedlots, etc.
The USDA defines natural as a product
containing no artificial ingredients or add-
ed colors and is only minimally processed
(not fundamentally altering the raw prod-
uct). The label must explain the use of the
term “natural” (e.g., no added colorings).
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Naturally-raised is a term that is not al-
lowed to be used on a label according to
the USDA- Food Safety and Inspection
Service (FSIS), however, some companies
still use this term on their websites. Certi-
fied Naturally Grown is a non-profit or-
ganization that tailors to small-scale and
direct-market farmers using natural meth-
ods. The label uses participatory guidance
system that employs a peer-reviewed
inspection process built on local net-
works. There is not third-party verifier of
these standards.

Non-GMO/GE (genetically modified/
genetically engineered or bioengineered)
is defined by the USDA-FSIS. This claim
can only be made if the product has been
audited by a third-party certification body
that has made their standards for certifi-
cation publicly transparent on a website
and are truthful. Non-GMO doesn’t nec-
essarily address larger environmental or
welfare issues associated with intensive
farming.

Genetically Modified Organisms (GMOs)/
Genetically modified (GM)/ Genetically
engineered (GE)/Genetically improved
foods (GIFs) are plants or animals that
have genetically altered traits or genes
that would not normally be there. Essen-
tially, genes are copied from one organ-
ism that has the desired trait and trans-
ferred into the genetic code of another
organism. Gene editing introduces genes
from the same species. GMQ’s do not
have to be labeled. There are public con-
cerns about the environmental and hu-

man health impacts of GMO foods such as
the use of environmentally damaging pes-
ticides.

Biodynamic agriculture is based on the
work of the Austrian philosopher, Rudolf
Steiner. It is strictly regulated and goes
beyond organic, envisioning that the farm
is a self-sustaining organism. Farmers
don’t use pesticides or synthetic fertiliz-
ers, but utilize cover crops, compost, and
set aside at least 10% of their total acre-
age for biodiversity. Farmers utilize strict
animal and mineral preparations and the
rhythms of the sun, moon, planets, and
stars to guide their planting and har-
vesting practices. The entire farm is certi-
fied by the Demeter Association, Inc. In-
terestingly, Teton County, Idaho has three
certified Biodynamic Farms.

Grassfed as defined by the USDA-FSIS
refers to the diet that animals are fed
prior to harvest and processing. The ani-
mals are required to only eat the diet
claimed for the lifetime of the animal,
except for milk consumed prior to wean-
ing. This label can only be applied to meat
products derived from cattle that con-
sume forage, and the animals cannot be
fed grain or grain by-products. Claims not
verified by a trusted third-party certifier
are not regulated. The label also doesn’t
indicate if animals were given antibiotics
or hormones or offer any assurances
about animal welfare practices. FSIS
doesn’t require any on-farm verification,
just a signed affidavit from the farmer.

Hormone and antibiotic free labels are
not a legal or regulated definition and are
not permitted for use on the label, how-
ever some companies still use the de-
scription on their websites.

Free range and cage free are unverified
claims. While most laying hens are raised
in cages, boiler or meat chickens are nev-

er raised in cages. The USDA-FSIS defines
free range as poultry that have access to
the outdoors (like an open door) for at
least 51% of their lives, although the con-
ditions of the outdoor area and whether
the animal actually goes outdoors are not
verified. There are no other assurances
about animal welfare or environmental
practices, or the feed given to the birds.

Locally grown products are a subjective
term, but commonly refer to food and
farm products that are grown within a
100 to 200-mile radius before consump-
tion. Like many other claims that are not
third party or organically certified, these
claims are not regulated and there is no
legal definition.

While these terms may spur more ques-
tions than answers, it can behoove us to
think more deeply about the food choices
we make and the power of food mar-
keting. Many consumers like to know the
farmers that grow their food and if they
could visit the farm their food comes from
if necessary. The value of supporting local
food producers cannot always be verified
with a food label. Supporting farmers and
ranchers at our farmers markets or
through Community Supported Agricul-
ture (CSA’s) are just a couple of ways to
become more informed and connected to
our food system. For further information
about food labels, check out Consumer
Reports, the USDA-Food Safety and In-
spection Service (FSIS), and A Greener
World’s “Food Labels Exposed” app or
website.
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Idaho Potato Conference

Join us at the 57th annual Idaho Potato Conference and
Eastern Idaho Ag Expo presented by the University of
Idaho and Spectra Productions Jan. 22-23, 2025.

Attend educational presentations and workshops and take
some time to visit the adjoining trade show that features
over 70 booths and displays highlighting agricultural prod-
ucts and services.

Seminars and workshops in Spanish will be held and in-
clude a wide variety of topics from beneficial insect identi-
fication to farm safety discussions.

Earn CCA (CEU) and pesticide recertification credits at
seminars and workshops throughout the in-person confer-
ence.

Registration:
e Prior to midnight on Wednesday, Jan. 15 $40/person
e After Jan. 15 registration onsite for $50/person

e Save time and money and register early

January 22, 2025 — January 23, 2025

Idaho State University

921 South 8th Avenue
Pocatello, ID 83209

Registration prior to midnight on Wednesday, Janu-
ary 15 is $40/person.

After January 15, registration will be available on site
for $50/person.

Save time and money
register early

New this Year

Join us at the Pocatello Red Lion from 4-6 p.m. on Tues-
day, Jan. 21 for a preconference social.

Grab your conference nametag (no waiting in line on Wednes-
day) and enjoy snacks and a complimentary beverage courtesy
of the Idaho Potato Conference.

Personal Information - 2025 Idaho Potato Conference

@ e L.,



https://uidaho.cventevents.com/event/ipc2025/regProcessStep1

2024-25 Heritage Orchard Conference

The Heritage Orchard Conference was established in 2019 with an in-person conference held at the University of Idaho’s
Sandpoint Organic Agriculture Center in the Idaho Panhandle. The conference attracted a diverse group of heritage tree fruit en-
thusiasts from the Pacific Northwest for a day of presentations ranging from heritage fruit exploration to apple identification. Since
2020 the conference has been organized as a free monthly webinar series (October through April), extending our reach to nearly
2,000 participants from 27 countries. The series currently has 29 recorded webinars available for viewing on a wide range of topics
related to heritage fruit tree preservation, production and varietal identification. Join us for the 2024-25 series to hear from new
presenters on topics important to heritage fruit tree enthusiasts around the world.

Wednesdays | 10-11:30 a.m. Pacific Time (U.S. & Canada)
e Oct. 16 — Apple identification 101John Bunker, Maine Heritage Orchard

e Nov. 20 — Starting a home orchard with heritage varietiesKyle Nagy, Sandpoint Organic Agriculture Center, Uni-
versity of Idaho

e Dec. 18 — Nuisance wildlife management in the orchardJosh Fuder, University of Georgia
e Jan. 15, 2025 — Season long apple disease management programs and tipsKerik Cox, Cornell University

o Feb. 19 — Managing orchards for soil healthTianna DuPont, Washington State University, Tree Fruit Research
and Extension Center

e March 19 — MyFruitTree.org: Helping identify, document, preserve and utilize U.S. heirloom apple culti-
varsCameron Peace, Washington State University

April 16 — Forgotten fruit, forgotten farmers: North America's earliest apple historyTodd Little-Siebold, College of
the Atlantic

https://youtube.com/playlist?list=PLOE60BSiNJBGbuDymXRJMBIM5EcliPAyF

Register today scan QR Code




Largest Cereal School

University of ldaho Extension will host its biggest ce-
real school ever, covering a range of topics of inter-
est to eastern Idaho grain farmers, on Feb. 5 at the
Shoshone-Bannock Hotel and Event Center, 777
Bannock Ave.

In prior years, Ul Extension hosted six smaller cereal
schools — each drawing between 20 and 60 guests
— in St. Anthony, Idaho Falls, Soda Springs, Pres-
ton, Pocatello and Burley. For 2025, Extension is
planning a single “East Idaho Cereals Conference” in
Fort Hall that will serve up to 280 eastern Idaho
farmers, as well as others who work in the agricultur-
al sector.

“It's always been a struggle for us to get speakers
because they have to come and travel around with
us for the whole week,” said Ul Extension Educator
Justin Hatch, Caribou County, who is the head of the
event’s planning committee. “Our hope is that this
will bring in speakers and make it a bigger event
that’s more beneficial to more people and consoli-
date our efforts into one event that’s really good.”

Registration for the event will be $25 in advance,
with preregistration available through Jan. 23, or $35
at the door. Lunch is included. Onsite registration will
open at 8 a.m., followed by a welcome in the main
conference room at 9 a.m. The day’s final session
will end at 4 p.m.

Presentations open to all participants in the main
conference room will include an economic outlook by
Ul Extension Agricultural Economist Brett Wilder;
talks by leaders with the Idaho Wheat Commission,
the Idaho Barley Commission and the Idaho Grain
Producers Association; and a panel discussion on

the water outlook and details of an agreement to
avert water-call curtailments. The water panel will
include Craig Chandler, watermaster of Water Dis-
trict 1; James Cefalo, Idaho Department of Water
Resources eastern regional manager; Mark Dallon,
hydrologist with the National Weather Service’'s Poc-
atello field office; and Pocatello-based water attorney
T.J. Budge.

The agenda also includes multiple breakout sessions
that will be offered concurrently. One room will be
devoted to pesticide-related topics, and pesticide ap-
plicator recertification credits will be awarded. Other
breakout rooms will focus on local research covering
topics such as lime applications, variety selection,
cost of production, nutrient barley residue biomass,
new U.S. Environmental Protection Agency regula-
tions related to endangered species, mitigating drift
while using drones for pesticide applications, mixing
growth regulators with herbicides, wild oat control
and risk management.

Furthermore, several researchers will display posters
on their projects, and vendors will showcase their
products and services in the hall outside of the con-
ference rooms.

“l think this format will allow us to share more topics
people are interested in. We'll be able to branch out
to hot topics that are going on and still present local
research, and we’ll meet the needs of our growers
better,” Hatch said.

Please fill out Registration form by Thursday, Jan. 23
e Costis $25 through Jan. 23 or $35 at the door

For more information, contact Justin Hatch at 208-
547-3205 or jlhatch@uidaho.edu

REGISTER:

https://uidaho.col.qualtrics.com/jfe/form/SV_7PTv9XaQwsSjlzHo



https://uidaho.co1.qualtrics.com/jfe/form/SV_7PTv9XaQwSj1zHo
https://uidaho.co1.qualtrics.com/jfe/form/SV_7PTv9XaQwSj1zHo
mailto:jlhatch@uidaho.edu
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Financial Aid and the Net Cost of College

Youth may have started saving
money from a job or talking with
their family about ways to pay for
college. There are agencies and
resources for them or adult help-
ers. During this activity, they will
learn about the types of financial
aid available to them and their
family.




TETON COUNTY

UPCOMING EVENTS

Order Eastern Idaho State Fair Tags by 1/15/2025 4 PM
$10 each Call 208-776-8235 and speak with Tammy

THE SCIENCE OF SOUND STEAM CLUB DAY CAMP
1/31/2025 10-3 PM Ul Extension, Teton County Office

All Livestock projects must be signed up and paid before
February 1, 2025.

LEADER COUNCIL MEETING
2/3/2025 5:30-7:00 PM Ul Extension , Teton County Office

Leader Council Meeting . All Volunteer Leaders and 4-H club
members 13+ encouraged to attend. Light snacks will be
served.

BEEF WEIGH-IN  3/8/2025 9-10am Fairgrounds

SWINE WEIGH-IN 4/28/2025 4-6 pm Fairgrounds

ANIMAL PAPERWORK DUE TO EXTENSION HORSE, RAB-
BIT, BREEDING LIVESTOCK, DOG, CAT, POULTRY AND MORE
5/8/2025 4:00 PM

SHEEP/GOAT WEIGH-IN 5/27/2025 4-6 pm Fairgrounds

TETON FOOD AND FARM COALITION
WEDNESDAY FEBRUARY 26, 2025

Agenda: Partner updates, Overview of farm-to-school/
institution efforts led by Mountain Roots Education
12-1pm MT via Zoom Register:
httpswww.tetonfoodfarmcoalition.org/
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CONTACT US

UNIVERSITY OF IDAHO EXTENSION, TETON COUNTY

Mailing Address:
150 Courthouse Dr. #208. Driggs, ID 83422

Physical Address:
445 N. Main St., Driggs, ID. 83422

Phone: 208-776-8235
Email: teton@uidaho.edu
Web: https://www.uidaho.edu/extension/county/teton/4-h

Staff:
Jennifer Werlin, Extension Educator

jwelin@Quidaho.edu

Tammy Sachse, Extension Assistant

teton@uidaho.edu

Abby Grundler, 4-H Coordinator
teton4h@uidaho.edu




