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What is organic food?
According to the United States Department of Agriculture’s (USDA) Agricultural Marketing Service, organic 
foods are foods produced using methods that exclude the use of synthetic pesticides or chemical fertilizers. 
Organic foods do not contain genetically modified organisms (GMOs) or chemical food additives and are not 
processed using irradiation or industrial solvents. 

For many countries around the world, certified organic food production is highly regulated and the term 
“organic” refers to foods produced based on the standards set forth by these governments or international 
organizations.

C O N V E N T I O N A L  V S .  P A S T U R E D  V S .  O R G A N I C  F O O D S

Over the years, demand for organic and natural poultry products has increased, mostly due to the perception 
that these products are safer and more wholesome than traditionally raised poultry. In the U.S., organic broiler 
production increased from 1.9 million in 2000 to more than 10.4 million in 2005. Organic layer production 
increased from 1.1 million in 2000 to 2.4 million in 2005.

Locating and identifying organic products was initially difficult and confusing to consumers without federal 
regulations, as consumers could not differentiate between organic, natural, locally grown, and pasture-raised 
foods. In 1990, the U.S. Congress passed the Organic Food Production Act (OFPA) to avoid confusion, prevent 
misinterpretation, and develop a uniform standard for organic food claims. In 2002, the USDA formed the 
National Organic Program (NOP) to establish and regulate national standards for production, handling and 
processing of organic foods.

C O N V E N T I O N A L  P O U L T R Y  P R O D U C T I O N

Ninety-nine percent of the total poultry production in the U.S. is done in conventional housing systems. This 
refers to commercial broiler birds which are raised for six to eight weeks to achieve an average market weight 
of 2.5 to 3.9 kg. These birds are typically Cornish white or white rock breeds that have a high feed conversion 
rate. The birds are raised in environmentally controlled houses and are fed commercial feed that contains 
antimicrobials and dietary supplements. 

P A S T U R E  P O U L T R Y  P R O D U C T I O N

The terms “pasture raised” and “free range” refers to birds that have been grown outdoors. They are exposed to 
fresh air, grass, and insects, a more natural environment. Some form of shelter is usually provided so that the 
birds are protected from the elements. Some pasture flocks are raised in lightweight movable pens, which are 
moved daily or weekly, depending on the availability of pasture space. In this system, the grass is supplemented 
with commercial feed and they have access to whatever insects they can find in their enclosures. Pastured 
poultry is not regulated. 

O R G A N I C  P O U L T R Y  P R O D U C T I O N

The increased need for a more natural product without additives to enhance growth has been one of the driving 
factors for the continued demand of unconventionally produced food. Many consumers perceive that organically 
grown poultry products such as broiler chickens and eggs are safer and more nutritious than those grown under 
traditional conditions. The USDA defines organic foods distinctly from conventional products in growing, 
handling, and processing but not in safety and nutrition. The guidelines of the NOP for poultry produced in 
the organic program requires that poultry is raised without synthetic pesticides, antibiotics, hormones, and 
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mammalian byproducts in the feed. Only organic and non-GMO feed ingredients are allowed for organic 
poultry production. Prebiotics, probiotics, and vaccines are allowed to replace antibiotic growth promoters, 
and there are potential growth deficiencies due to insufficient dietary sources of trace elements and minerals. 
These supplements have been approved for organic diets by the U.S. Food and Drug Administration (FDA). 
L-Methionine (MET) is an essential amino acid that is required for protein synthesis and the production of 
S-adenosyl-methionine (SAM), which is the primary methyl donor in metabolism. According to the USDA- 
NOP, all synthetic amino acids (AA) have been banned for use in organic poultry feeds except for methionine 
(USDA 2018). In addition to feed, living conditions and breeder sources are important factors when obtaining 
organic certification. 

Birds raised organically should have unrestricted access to the outdoors for exercise, fresh air, and sunlight, 
except during inclement weather. Recently, there were no certified organic hatcheries in the U.S., so nonorganic 
chicks had to be managed and grown under organic conditions after the second day of hatch. There is currently 
one organic hatchery in the United States. 

N A T U R A L  P O U L T R Y  P R O D U C T I O N

Natural poultry are not subject to strict standards of organic poultry, but they must not be given growth 
promoters and should never be fed animal byproducts. Natural poultry also should not be administered 
antibiotics except for ionophores used for coccidiosis control.

Summary
As the demand for organically grown poultry grows, whether meat or eggs, 
more and more producers are interested in organic production. Prospective 
producers should educate themselves with the facts in all aspects regarding 
organic poultry production. Consumers should also be aware of the 
differences between each of the poultry production systems as they purchase 
poultry products. Some key points are:

•	 All certified organically produced poultry products will be labelled 
with the NOP stamp as a certified organic product.

•	 Natural poultry is not organic poultry as it does not meet all the 
standards of organic poultry. It will be labelled “natural.”

•	 Pastured poultry is not organic poultry and production is not 
regulated.

•	 All synthetic amino acids are banned for use in organic poultry diets 
with the exception of synthetic methionine, which is included in 
organic poultry feed at low levels.



References
USDA Agricultural Marketing Service (2018). The national organic program. Washington, D.C. Accessed May 

2018. Retrieved from www.ams.usda.gov/AMSv1.0

Bailey, J.S., & Cosby, D.E. (2005). Salmonella prevalence in free-range and certified organic chickens. J. Food 
Prot. 68:2451-2453.

Cholova, V.I., & Ricke, S.C. (2012). Organic animal nutrition and feed supplementations. Pages 157-178 in 
Organic Meat Production and Processing. S.C. RIcke, E.J. Van Loo, M.G. Johnson, and C.A. O’Bryan, ed. 
John Wiley & Sons Inc. Hoboken, NJ.

DeSoucey, M. (2007). Organic food. In The Business of Food: Encyclopedia of Food and Drink Industries. G.J. 
Allen and K. Albala, ed. ABC-CLIO Greenwood, Santa Barbara, CA.

USDA Economic Research Service (2010). Organic Production. ers.usda.gov 

Fanatico, A.C., Owens, C.M., & Emmert, J.L. (2009). Organic poultry production in the United States: Broilers. J. 
Appl. Poult. Res. 18:355-366.

Harper, G.C., & Makatouni, A. (2002). Consumer perception of organic food production and farm animal 
welfare. Br. Food J. 104:287-299.

Henderson, S.N., Barton, J.T., Wolfenden, A.D., Higgins, S.E., Higgins, J.P., Kruenzel, W.J., Lester, C.A, Tellez, 
G, & Hargis, B.M. (2009). Comparison of beak-trimming methods on early broiler breeder performance. 
Poult. Sci. 88:57-60.

MacDonald, J.M. (2008). The economic organization of U.S. broiler production. Economic Information Bulletin. 
No 38. 26. Economic Research Service, USDA, Washington, DC.

Park, S.H., Hanning, I., Perrota, A., Bench, B.J., Alm, E., & Ricke, S.C. (2013). Modifying the gastrointestinal 
ecology in alternatively raised poultry and the potential for molecular and metabolomics assessment. J. 
Poul. Sci. 92:546-561.

Pittman, H.M., Boling, K.C., & Mirus, S.J. (2012). Regulatory Issues in domestically raised and imported organic 
meats in the U.S. 23-51, Organic Meat Production and Processing. 

Ricke, S.C., Van Loo, E.J., Johnson, M.G., & O’Brian, C.A. (2012). Organic Meat Production and Processing. John 
Wiley & Sons Inc. Hoboken, NJ.

Siemon, C.E., Bahnson, P.B., & Gebreyes, W.A. (2007). Comparative investigation of prevalence and 
antimicrobial resistance of Salmonella between pasture and conventionally reared poultry. Avian Dis. 
51:112-117.

USDA National Organic Program (2008). Agricultural Marketing Service 7. Code of Federal Regulations (CFR), 
Part 205: the NOP.

Circular 1139	 Reviewed April 2026

The permalink for this UGA Extension publication is fieldreport.caes.uga.edu/publications/C1139/

Published by University of Georgia Cooperative Extension. For more information or guidance, contact your local Extension office. The University of Georgia College of Agricultural and 
Environmental Sciences (working cooperatively with Fort Valley State University, the U.S. Department of Agriculture, and the counties of Georgia) offers its educational programs, assistance, 
and materials to all people without regard to age, color, disability, genetic information, national origin, race, religion, sex, or veteran status, and is an Equal Opportunity Institution.

https://fieldreport.caes.uga.edu/publications/C1139/

