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Wal-Mart Fraud Flap Begs Question:
What is 'Organic'?
by Sarah Mahoney, Monday, Jan 22, 2007 5:00 AM ET

WHEN A WAL-MART SHOPPER SEES the word "organic," what do
they think it means? How about at Starbucks? Thanks to consumers'
changing preferences, the meaning of the "O" word may be a
moving target that neither retailers nor environmentalists fully
understand.

The Cornucopia Institute, an organic watchdog group, has charged
Wal-Mart with "organic fraud," claiming the company consistently
mislabels certain products, including yogurts and sugar, as
"organic." And after filing a complaint with the U.S. Department of
Agriculture several months ago, the group, based in Cornucopia,
Wisc., lodged another one recently with the Wisconsin Department
of Agriculture, Trade, and Consumer Protection, which is also
investigating.

The Organic Consumers Association responded by calling for a
boycott of Wal-Mart stores. Never heard of the OCA? It's the same
organization that has been pressuring Starbucks to stop using milk
with artificial growth hormones. Last week Starbucks announced its
intention to make that switch in all of its company-owned stores.

Wal-Mart, for its part, maintains the store signage violations are
rare and "strictly an executional issue," said a spokeswoman for the
Bentonville, Ark.-based chain. "We don't have an organic section--
our customers want to see the organic alternatives displayed right
next to the conventional counterpart. We believe it to be an
isolated incident should a green organic tag identifying a product
be accidentally shifted in front of the wrong item."

And last September, Cornucopia published a white paper accusing
Wal-Mart of "cheapening the value of the organic label by sourcing
products from industrial-scale factory-farms and Third World
countries."

"The idea of 'selling the sizzle, not the steak' has never applied to
anything as much as it does to organic products," said Mark Kastel,
co-director of Cornucopia. "When consumers buy organic products,
they are buying a story, a romance--it isn't just about chemicals,
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they want to believe they're buying milk from small family farms,
not 10,000-cow industrial farms. We will not tolerate anyone
exploiting that sense of trust and authenticity."

The USDA has strict guidelines for the organic label, but those
aren't necessarily understood by consumers. "When people see the
word organic, they likely think it means the product is natural,"
said Jacquelyn Ottman, a green marketing consultant based in New
York, and author of Green Marketing: Opportunity for Innovation.
"Some of the more sophisticated ones will understand that means
something is grown without pesticides, and there will be an
association that is from a small farmer, and locally grown."

About 73% of Americans purchase organic products at least
occasionally, said Laurie Demeritt, president of The Hartman
Group, an environmental marketing group based in Bellevue, Wash.
But only 21% of those represent what she terms the core organic
market. "These are people who shop at farmer's markets and food
co-ops, and probably don't shop much at all in any national chains,"
she said. Typically, they are very concerned about such issues as
whether a product was produced locally or in another country.

But 66% of organic consumers shop in many channels, and "really
don't want to be educated about the finer points of what makes
something organic. By and large, these people buy organic because
of perceived health benefits. To them, organic means the lack of
something bad--the lack of pesticides, or the lack of growth
hormones. We're pretty selfish as consumers--we're buying these
products because of what we believe they can do for us, more than
what it can do for the environment."

There's also another group: The discerning foodie. And while Wal-
Mart may not have a prayer of ever regaining the trust of the core
environmentalists, it is hoping to win over this more affluent
customer base. "These cooks are important, and they are buying
organic because they expect it to taste better," Ottman said.
Sarah Mahoney can be reached at sarah@mediapost.com
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