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Introduction
Organic producers are required by the
National Organic Program (NOP) to conserve
biodiversity, including wildlife1. The federal
Food Safety Modernization Act (FSMA) makes
it clear that no conflicts should occur between
food safety and organic regulations. Therefore,
the Food and Drug Administration (FDA)
regulations permit crops to be grown in diverse
landscapes with wildlife and native habitat. FDA
allows the presence of wild or feral2 animals in
crop production fields, stating that the animals
themselves are not a significant food safety risk.

NOP and FDA require livestock3 operations
to minimize the occurrence and spread of
pathogens to crops, soil and water. FDA allows
the use of working animals4 (horses, guard
dogs, weeder geese) around crop fields. FDA
regulations additionally require that places
where crops are packed and stored are not
contaminated by animal waste. FDA requires
that most domestic animals5 be kept out of fully
enclosed buildings; exceptions include guard
and guide dogs.

Requirements for Each Regulation
National Organic Program
Organic production practices must conserve
biodiversity and maintain or improve the natural
resources of the operation including soil, water,
wetlands, woodlands and wildlife.
Organic livestock operations must manage manure,
pastures and other outdoor access areas in a
manner that does not contribute to contamination
of crops, soil, or water by pathogenic organisms.
Organic preventive livestock health care practices
must include sanitation practices that minimize the
occurrence and spread of diseases.

FDA FSMA Produce Safety
FSMA states that no FDA requirements should
conflict with or duplicate the requirements of the
NOP.
FDA allows growers to produce crops in diverse
landscapes with native species without using
fences to exclude animals or destroying animal
habitat or otherwise clearing farm borders around
crops or drainages.
If growers have domesticated animals, they
must have a system that adequately controls the
excreta and litter in order to prevent contamination
of a) crops, b) places where crops are packed
and stored, and c) irrigation water sources and
distribution systems.
FDA allows the use of working animals around the
crop.

Definitions
1. Wildlife. Non-domesticated animals living in nature.
2. Feral animals. Animals having escaped from domestication and become wild.
3. Livestock. Farm animals kept for use and profit.
4. Working animals. Animals that help with farm work, such as horses, guard dogs, and weeder geese.
5. Domestic animals. Any of various animals, such as horses or sheep, domesticated so as to live and breed in a tame condition.

Frequently Asked Questions
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What can growers tell their organic buyer or
auditor when they say they don’t like wildlife
habitat growing next to the crops?
FDA does not require the removal of wildlife
habitat, fencing of crops, or bare ground buffers
between crops and habitat. This is because
FSMA directed FDA to write regulations that do
not conflict with NOP’s requirements to conserve
biodiversity. Biodiversity helps the organic farm
function by supporting pollinators, natural enemy
insects, and raptors that help to keep rodents
and pest birds in check. Research indicates that
the elimination of natural vegetation surrounding
farm fields does not reduce the presence of
pathogens in crop fields, and that removing
riparian vegetation may increase food safety
risks.

Wild birds and other animals that visit areas of increased
risk, such as this dairy where cattle have a high incidence
of carrying E. coli 0157:H7, are more often found with
pathogens than those wildlife living and feeding in natural
areas.

When is fencing necessary?

What are the risks of livestock carrying
pathogens into crop field?

Fencing is not required by FDA. Growers should
fence if they need to protect their crop from a
significant number of animals eating, trampling,
and defecating on it. When fencing is necessary,
it should be installed around individual fields,
not the entire farm, to allow for landscapescale wildlife movement. Check with proper
authorities, such as water boards (in California
the Regional Water Quality Control Boards),
state departments of fish and wildlife, and US
Fish and Wildlife, when fencing near riparian
areas and wildlife linkages.

FDA states that domestic animals, due to their
close proximity and interaction with humans, are
generally more likely to harbor pathogens than
are wild animals. Domestic animals carry more or
fewer pathogens depending on the age and type
of animal, stress level, season, association with
human or domestic animal activity, the number
of animals, and environmental conditions. Cattle
often host E. coli pathogens. Pigs and poultry are
known carriers of Salmonella. Sheep and goats
can host Listeria more than other livestock.

What are the risks of wild animals carrying
pathogens into my crop field?

Workers on the farm who also handle livestock
and come in contact with livestock feces could
also be another source of pathogen entry to
crop fields. Such workers are required to clean
and preferably change clothing after livestock
duties and before working with produce.

In general, most wild mammals and birds
have been shown to have a low prevalence of
carrying pathogens such as E. coli O157:H7 or
Salmonella, although some localized wildlife
populations may be of concern. Where wildlife
live can influence the number of pathogens they
carry: areas with high levels of pathogens, such
as landfills, feedlots, dairies, cattle ranches,
or pig farms can contaminate wildlife that feed
there. Seed- and refuse-eating birds, rodents,
and feral pigs associated with these places are
known to be a greater risk than other native
wildlife in natural areas.

Can cats and dogs be on the farm?
FDA allows pets on the farm provided that the
grower develops and implements a system for
adequate control of their feces and litter.
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Are there different requirements for animals
in or near fully enclosed buildings?

Grasses, riparian areas, and wetlands can help
filter waterborne pathogens. This vegetation
acts as a physical barrier to pathogens carried
in contaminated runoff and helps to prevent
them from moving downslope to crop production
areas or surface waters.

FDA requires that domestic animals be excluded
or separated when located in or around fully
enclosed buildings that contain crops, food
contact surfaces, or food packing material.
However, guide or guard dogs can be in some
areas if they are unlikely to cause contamination.

Conclusion
Organic farmers are required by the NOP and
allowed by FDA to maintain or improve their
biodiversity, including wildlife and habitat.
Growers can share with their buyers and
auditors the production and food safety benefits
of biodiversity and should not feel pressured into
taking out habitat or putting up fences. Wild and
domestic animals can carry pathogens, although
wildlife has a lower risk. Conserving and planting
habitat can help to reduce pathogens entering
the farm.

Does planting non-crop vegetation such as
hedgerows and grasses help to filter pathogens?
Habitat in the form of hedgerows and windbreaks
can help to intercept airborne pathogens which
may blow into the farm attached to particles of
dust. Vegetative buffers can remove between
35% and 55% of downwind dust in the air. Nonedible plants should be used in these types of
buffers.
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