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You may not know this, but if you garden in Eagle Heights, then you agreed when you submitted your plot 

application to use only organic methods in your plot.  In general, this means that you are not allowed to use 

fertilizers made from petroleum (oil and natural gas) or any pesticides (powders or sprays that kill weeds, 

insects, fungi, and other living things) that are not made from naturally occurring materials.   

 

Despite the agreement we all sign, there are reports every year (including this year) that gardeners have been 

seen using these forbidden materials.  As a result, I thought it might be worth explaining this month what it 

means to be organic.     

 

Weeds compete with crop plants for light, water, and nutrients.  Insects, bacteria, fungi, viruses, and other 

creatures eat the leaves, stems, seeds, and fruits of those same crops.  Weeds and pests have always been among 

the greatest challenges for gardeners and farmers, and for most of human history, the only way to deal with 

them was to use simple, nonchemical methods – hand pulling of weeds, for example, removing the eggs of 

crop-destroying insects, or pulling up plants that were obviously sick.   

 

Over time, particularly in the 19
th

 century, a number of chemicals were developed or discovered naturally 

occurring in plants and animals that served to kill insects, fungi, and other living things.  Though there was 

some awareness of the toxicity of these compounds to humans (many of the substances used were based on 

arsenic and other poisons), they still seemed like a godsend and were widely used in agriculture.   

 

In the 20
th

 century, better understanding of chemistry and biology (and the huge effort to make poisonous gases 

for use in World War I and World War II) led to the development of much more powerful chemicals, including 

the first herbicides, or compounds that kill plants.  As with the simpler chemicals that came before them, these 

new compounds – now known together as “pesticides” – were eagerly embraced by farmers and gardeners. 

Together with the breeding of new crop varieties and the widespread use of so-called “synthetic” fertilizers 

(which are made through the petroleum-based capture of nitrogen from the atmosphere and the extraction of 

other nutrients through mining), pesticides led to the “Green Revolution” of the latter half of the 20
th

 century, a 

time of dramatically increased global food production.   

 

As time has passed, however, pesticides and synthetic fertilizers have been shown to have a number of 

unintended consequences.  Pesticides can kill or harm organisms other than the target pest and may remain on 

our food and in the environment for many years before being broken down into harmless materials.  Many 

insects, plants, and other organisms are no longer affected by (we say they have become “resistant” to) widely 

used pesticides, resulting in a neverending arms race between pests and pesticide manufacturers.  In addition, 

both pesticides and fertilizers can end up in ground water and surface water, killing fish, causing algal blooms, 

and otherwise damaging the environment. 

 

For these and other reasons, modest numbers of farmers, food processing companies, and consumers have 

moved and are moving toward a model of agricultural production known as “organic.”  The term “organic” has 

both informal and formal meanings.  To many food consumers today, it refers to something more-or-less 

vaguely “natural” (grown without pesticides, for example) that’s somehow better (or less bad) for the 

environment and your health than something that isn’t organic.   

 

The formal definition of “organic” does have a lot in common with this idea, but there’s more to it than simply 

the absence of synthetic pesticides.  To organic farmers, food processing companies, scientists, and government 

regulators, the term “organic” refers specifically to food production that follows the rules of the United States 

Department of Agriculture’s National Organic Program, or NOP.  NOP provides very specific guidelines about 

both chemicals and practices that are allowed in the production and processing of foods that end up being 

certified as organic.   



 

Some formal aspects of “organicness” have to do with the use of food additives and preservatives, for example, 

or with how animals are treated, rather than with what chemicals are used in food production.  To determine 

whether or not a particular compound or practice is or is not considered organic under the NOP, check the NOP 

web page (http://www.ams.usda.gov/NOP/NOP/NOPhome.html).  In particular, you may want to look at what’s 

called the National List of Allowed and Prohibited Substances, which tells you what substances you may and 

may not use in an organic farm, garden, or food processing setting. 

 

As a former organic farmer, I myself am unwilling to use pesticides, and my current graduate studies in 

entomology (the study of insects and their relatives) have not convinced me that pesticides are essential for 

either individual gardeners and farmers or for the world as a whole.  I am also studying soil science, however, 

and I am convinced that there isn’t enough organic fertilizer available globally to produce the food humanity 

needs today.  Having said that, there is plenty of organic fertilizer available here in Madison for work in our 

little old garden plots.  Whether or not you agree with the rules, please follow them.  Thank you, and happy 

gardening!    

 

As always, e-mail me if you have questions (mittenth@gmail.com).   


