
 

 

Your Food Label Guide: 
What food labels should you be looking out for? 

 
Every time you go to the supermarket and purchase food products, you find yourself 
faced with the difficulty of having to decipher the meaning of the terms used on the 
packaging.  With the use of this simple dictionary you will no longer have to worry about 
these confusing terms in your meal planning. 
 
“Organic” is used to describe foods which have been produced without the use of 
conventional pesticides, fertilizers which have been made with sewage sludge or 
synthetic ingredients, or the use of ionizing radiation or bio engineering.  Farms, 
handling companies, and food processing companies have to be inspected by an 
approved inspector to pass as organic. 
 
Within the category of organic, there are three subcategories, which are simplified in the 
following manner: “100% organic” refers to food products which contain a minimum of 
95% organic ingredients; “made with organic ingredients” contains a minimum of 70% 
organic ingredients and “contains organic ingredients” are products which have less 
than 70% organic ingredients. 
 
“Natural” classification is a rather difficult definition to determine when referring to 
food products which have gone through processing. The U.S. Food and Drug 
Administration has classed all foods which do not contain any additional coloring, 
artificial flavoring, or synthetic substances as “Natural” It is better for you as the 
consumer to check the back of the product for the ingredients to judge whether the food 
is natural or not. 
 
“Fair Trade” are standards which apply to producers and traders.  These standards 
have been put into place to combat poverty.  These standards contribute to sustaining 
development with improved trading conditions.  FLO-CERT is the company which judge 
and dictate the certification of “fair trade.” 
 
“Local” is not an official certification, although in most stores there is a section 
dedicated to the local farmers produce. This is determined by the owners themselves 
and there is no definite guideline as to what would classify a product as local.  There are 
some farms which would pass the organic certification inspection, but have chosen to 
not apply for this certification due to time and monetary constraints.  It would be a good 
idea to enquire with the local farmer as to how their food products are produced to 
ensure that the USDA standards for organic are indeed met. 
 
“Certified” simply implies that an inspector from the USDA Food Safety and 
Inspection Service has evaluated the labeled product for its class, or grade, or other 
characteristics pertaining to quality.  Although the USDA’s definition of the process for 
certification is rather vague, it is a better choice when purchasing meat products. 
 



 

 

With all of the above terms simplified, it becomes apparent that it is indeed important 
for you to pay attention to the labels on the food products which you purchase. Many 
brands declare that their products are made with “all natural ingredients” or they 
“contain organic ingredients” the truth might be quiet the opposite. Do your research, 
keep yourself informed and always take a second look at the items you pick up at the 
store. 
 
 
James Kim is a writer for foodonthetable.com.  Food on the Table is a company 
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