
NATIONAL LIST CRITERIA: INSIDE THE REVIEW PROCESS

THE ORGANIC TOOLBOX IS SUPPORTED BY
A THREE-LEGGED STOOL

A primary function and responsibility of the National Organic Standards Board (NOSB) is to determine the
suitability of the inputs that may be used in organic farming and handling. NOSB was in fact designed by
the Organic Food Production Act (OFPA) to advise the U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA) as to which
inputs should be allowed. The organic law and regulations specify the evaluation criteria NOSB must use
when it makes its recommendation to USDA.

The evaluation criteria and review process used by NOSB when voting on the suitability of inputs can be
likened to a three-legged stool. The National List, which we often refer to as the “Restricted Organic Toolbox,”
is supported by three legs, each one representing criteria to be met for an input to be added or removed. If
any one of the three legs is missing, the stool falls over and the action on the input fails.

The organic law (OFPA) and the organic regulations include a number of factors NOSB must consider when
deciding on the suitability of an input. If one takes a look at the sum of all parts, the conditions that must be
met fall into three main clearly stipulated criteria: 1) the input is necessary or essential because of the
unavailability of natural or organic alternatives; 2) the input is not harmful to human health or the
environment; and 3) the input is suitable with organic farming and handling. These three criteria comprise
the three legs of the stool. Let’s take a closer look.

ALTERNATIVES
Perhaps the simplest of the three main criteria is researching whether there are natural or organic
alternatives. The organic law clearly states the National List may allow the use of an input in organic farming
or handling if it is “necessary to the production or handling of the agricultural product because of the
unavailability of wholly natural substitute products.”  The law also states NOSB shall consider alternatives in
terms of practices or other available materials. The organic regulations at § 205.600(b) also bring in
additional but similar criteria for synthetic processing aids and adjuvants, allowing their use only when
there are no organic substitutes and when they are essential for handling or processing. 

While this leg of the stool is arguably the most simple of the three, NOSB and organic stakeholders have
long struggled with this criteria because of the terms “necessary,” “essential,” and “availability.” How much of
something is needed to consider it available in the volume needed? What if a natural alternative is available
but the quality is not sufficient? What if the alternative works in one region of the country but not another?
What if there is an alternative but it’s important to have more than one option? Determining whether there
are natural or organic alternatives continues to be more challenging than one might think, and for this
particular criteria, NOSB relies heavily on the feedback from organic stakeholders, especially the organic
farmers and handlers growing and making organic food, and using the inputs and practices in question.

HUMAN HEALTH AND THE ENVIRONMENT
The restricted organic toolbox used in organic farming and handling represents the best and least toxic
technology our food system has developed. That is exactly how we want to keep it. This principle is bound
by the organic law, which states specifically that inputs that otherwise would be prohibited can be added to
the National List only if their use is not harmful to human health or the environment. The law also requires
the final decision made by USDA to be done so in consultation with the Secretary of Health and Human
Services and the Administrator of the Environmental Protection Agency. 

To help NOSB advise USDA on this complex topic, the organic law provides NOSB with evaluation criteria to
consider in order to explore the toxicity of the input during manufacture, use and disposal, and the
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potential interactions the input may have with other inputs or within the farming ecosystem. The organic
regulations bring in additional but similar criteria for synthetic processing aids and adjuvants that consider
the impact their use has on the environment and the safety status under the Food and Drug
Administration (FDA). 

Evaluating whether an input may be harmful to human health and the environment is no easy task.
Members of the Board represent several areas of the organic sector and hold advanced degrees in different
scientific disciplines, but they may lack the expertise or time to adequately address the needs of a petition. It
is for this reason NOSB may request the assistance of a third party to evaluate a material. This comes to
NOSB in the form of a Technical Review that is made available to NOSB and the public. In addition to the
Technical Review, NOSB looks to the scientific experts in the community to provide meaningful input.

SUITABILITY WITH ORGANIC FARMING AND HANDLING
In addition to alternatives, human health and the environment, NOSB must determine the suitability of an
input with organic practices. This is arguably the most nebulous of the three criteria, prompting NOSB to
pass a guidance recommendation in spring of 2004 that includes a series of questions to assist the Board in
its evaluation process. This guidance is now incorporated into NOSB’s Policy and Procedures Manual, and
plays a central role in NOSB’s review process. 

The questions in the guidance are largely tied to the definition of “organic production” codified in the
organic regulations emphasizing practices that foster cycling of resources, promote ecological balance, and
conserve biodiversity. Questions are also asked about the influence the input may have on animal welfare,
the consistency the input has with items already on the National List and with international standards, and
whether the input satisfies the expectations of organic consumers regarding the authenticity and integrity
of organic products. 

The third leg of the stool can be viewed as the “equalizing” leg of the stool, helping NOSB balance its
evaluation of alternatives, human health and the environment. For example, if the information provided on
human health raises some concerns, but the science is insufficient, or alternatives are available but they do
not work in all regions of the country or in all types of products, NOSB will evaluate how suitable the input is
overall with the foundations of organic production and handling. One leg of the stool may not fail the
criteria altogether but it might be shorter than another leg, creating concern … and a tilted stool. The
suitability criteria help NOSB adjust and balance the stool. Similarly, the input may pull up short in the
suitability department, causing the stool to topple. Either way, NOSB’s final recommendation must deliver a
balanced three-legged stool that firmly supports the restricted organic toolbox.

THE THREE-LEGGED STOOL STANDS ON A SOLID YET 
DYNAMIC FOUNDATION

The three-legged stool holding up the National List stands on a firm foundation made up of organic
stakeholders, the organic law, the organic regulations, NOSB and USDA’s National Organic Program.  The
organic law was created in response to the needs of organic stakeholders, and the law in turn created NOSB
and the USDA organic regulations. Today, the entire process we use to shape the National List continues to
be powered and driven by stakeholders throughout the supply chain and the organic community. The
National List criteria are tough, the process is rigorous, the discussion and decisions are thoughtful and
transparent, and everyone is welcome.
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