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Plastic Food Packaging on Organic Food.    A Commentary on a Food Related Issue

Word Count: 1061
The current state on plastic waste creating its own sea within our oceans (Ruddick, 2017) is abhorrent. I am further riled by the fact that I cannot readily purchase fresh, organic fruit and vegetables in my local supermarket that are not covered in plastic or sitting on a plastic tray. The issue not whether one chooses to buy organic food, but that it should not be covered in plastic. The Soil Association, the largest UK certification body for organic produce, have principles and standards, one of which is to safeguard the environment. (Soil Association, 2018) Yet, there is a disturbing paradox that organic foods require more packaging than ‘ordinary’ food in order to maintain its status (Sams, 2003 p.142). 

Choosing to buy organic products is a life-style choice and it identifies people. Organic food purchasers have a belief; an ethos that focusses on using earth’s natural resources, in their natural form; a desire to protect the environment; a commitment to making educated and informed choices to look after their health. Wrapping organic food in plastic removes this choice from the consumer and ignores the fact that fruit and vegetables are washable and often come with their own compostable wrapping! (Hunt, 2017). Bauman (1988) says, consumption of food is freedom. People’s choices are not regulated and no penalties are invoked (Warde, 1997), so the problem is that people are not making responsible decisions about their stewardship of the planet, nor for their own health. Goodman, Maye and Holloway (2010, p.1783) suggest that morality is now a consideration in foodscapes although I suspect the freedom of choice and cost supersedes morality for most shoppers.

The Soil Association research suggests 88% of people want to reduce their consumption of plastic packaging (Soil Association, 2018) and yet demands from retailers to wrap everything to the same weight and size to ease labelling and marketing inhibits this. I face a dilemma every time I shop. Do I choose the loose broccoli to protect the planet from excessive plastic waste, or do I choose the organic broccoli so that I am not poisoned by chemicals used in its production? Alternatives to plastics are available and organic food producers are leading the way. Duchy Organic eggs are sold in boxes made of paper and grass and they are trialling recycled tomato plants for their punnets. Pukka Herbs now produce plastic-free teabags. Riverford Organics already supply most of their vegetables loose in recycled, returnable and recyclable cardboard boxes. 

The Soil Association is an independent charity which allows continuity and consistency as well as longevity for its policies and practices that are not subject to the whims of the current government. However, if they are to certify a product as organic this means working with nature, not polluting it. By allowing plastic packaging of organic food certified by them, they are complicit in the pollution of the oceans and ignore the issue of depleting stocks of fossil fuels used in its manufacture. (Surfrider Foundation, 2018) Whilst the Soil Association developed the world’s first packaging standards for organic products almost 10 years ago, these only encourage the least amount of packaging possible and the use of recycled or recyclable materials, they do not ban plastics. The EU Organic Regulation admittedly contains no requirements on packaging at all! 

In support of Annie Leonard, Greenpeace USA, (Leonard in The Guardian, 2018) it is disingenuous of regulating bodies, producers and retailers to promote recycling or the use of recyclable products as the solution to the issue. Recycling merely reprocesses plastics, leaching yet more microplastics into the water table when creating a new product. Manufacturing plastic that can be recycled is not stemming the flow of pollution either. 

But, major shifts are possible. The 5p levy on single-use plastic carrier bags may have reduced the number of bags being sold, but retailers still offer a different type of plastic bag and the money received from the 5p charge is not a tax. The retailers can put it into their pockets. The reduction in single-use carrier bags being sold by Tesco was significantly higher than other retailers in 2017-2018 compared to previous years because they made a policy decision to stop selling them entirely. (Gov.uk, 2018) If something needs to stop, then stop it. Gibney said the health problems associated with smoking could be best addressed once the problem was clearly identified and concluded that “the tobacco industry is the problem” (Gibney, 2012). The same rationale applies here; the plastics industry is the problem. To address the ban on plastic straws, entrepreneurs are marketing paper straws, or even metal ones. But why have a straw at all? Claims that plastic packaging is essential to protect fresh fruit and vegetables from damage during transit are exaggerated. Riverford Organics transport their vegetables in cardboard boxes, leaving the outer leaves on cauliflower, cabbages and lettuces to protect them (RiverfordOrganics, 2016). 

Automotive and digital technology may enable retailers to operate more efficiently, however the retailer is denying us as animals, the use of our senses to choose food, by surrounding raw, natural produce in plastic. We cannot touch it, smell it, even see it in some cases as the plastic bags are opaque and our true relationship with food is lost. Those who buy organic food want to use their senses to select produce. It is true that people in general no longer have time to discern which apples to choose, nor the option to sniff the skin, nor feel the texture, nor even decide how many to buy. 30% of shoppers would buy more organic produce if it was sold loose, mainly driven by a desire to buy the exact quantity needed (Soil Association, 2018). Those who choose to buy organic produce in farmers’ markets direct from the growers, are excited by it. If organic food is a way of life, a back-to-nature calling for health and happiness, then plastic must not shield us from the food we need and want to explore. 

A huge cultural shift is required if we are to address the real plastics and waste issue and it should not be up to those selecting organic produce to pursue. Our animal instincts to use our senses to provide for ourselves and to give food a much greater focus in our lives, may be rekindled if we can rid the world of plastic food packaging completely.
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