
FAQ about Organic Milk 

What is organic milk?  

The word organic refers to the way farmers grow and raise foods. Milk labeled organic refers to the 

management practices on the farm where it originated and not the nutritional quality or safety of the 

milk itself. For dairy foods to be labeled USDA Organic, the dairy farms must meet the requirements of 

the U.S. Department of Agriculture’s Natural Organic Program. This includes, but is not limited to, cows 

that are exclusively fed organic feed, allowed to move about with adequate space, allowed periodic 

access to the outdoors and direct sunlight and are not given synthetic hormones or antibiotics. 

Is organic milk healthier and safer than regular milk? 

In terms of quality, safety and nutrition, there is no difference between organic and regular milk. Both 

contain the same unique package of nutrients that make dairy foods an important part of a healthy diet. 

In fact, strict government standards ensure that organic and regular milk are safe and nutritious. 

Scientific evidence has not shown organic milk to be safer or more nutritious than regular milk. In a 

peer-reviewed study comparing regular milk, milk labeled rbST-free, and organic milk, researchers found 

the composition of the milk itself was similar, despite the use of different production practices on the 

farm. 

What’s the difference between organic and traditional farming?  

Traditional dairy farmers use best management practices to ensure dairy cows are healthy by providing 

them with comfortable living conditions, nutritious diets and good veterinary care. Organic dairy farms 

must additionally meet the requirements of USDA's National Organic Program. For example, cows on an 

organic dairy farm are exclusively fed organic feed, allowed to move about with adequate space, 

allowed periodic access to the outdoors and direct sunlight and are not given synthetic hormones or 

antibiotics. Cows on organic farms are required to graze on pasture no less than 120 days each year and 

average at least 30 percent of their feed consumption (dry weight without moisture) from pasture 

grazing. Dairy foods can be labeled USDA Organic only if all additional criteria are met. 

Is there a difference in fatty acid composition between regular and organic milk?  

Some suggest that shifting to organic milk could improve the omega-6 to omega-3 fatty acids ratio, 

which is considered beneficial. First, it’s important to note that milk is not considered a major source of 

the omega-3 fatty acids EPA and DHA in the diet, regardless of milk type, unless fortified, according to 

analyses of food sources of these fatty acids performed by the National Cancer Institute. Some studies 

(mainly conducted in Europe) have shown higher levels of EPA and DHA and a lower omega-6 to omega-

3 fatty acids ratio in organic vs. regular milk. However, since milk is not a major source of these 

nutrients, these differences are small and not meaningful for human health. Just because a difference is 

significant statistically does not mean it is large enough to influence health. So, while milk provides a 

small amount of the omega-3 fatty acids we need each day, the real reason to enjoy organic or regular 

milk is because they deliver a powerhouse of other nutrients in an appealing, safe and readily available 

way. 

 



What about claims that organic milk contains no pesticides, antibiotics, hormones or GMOs?  

Organic milk refers to farm management practices and not to the nutritional quality or safety of the milk 

itself – these practices do include guidelines on no use of pesticides, antibiotics, hormones or GMOs. 

Stringent government standards ensure that organic and regular milk are wholesome, safe and 

nutritious.  

• Hormones: All milk naturally contains very small amounts of hormones and a survey of retail milk 

shows there are no meaningful differences in milk composition, including hormone levels, between 

organic and regular milk. Studies show milk from animals given the supplemental hormone rbST is the 

same wholesome milk that we have enjoyed for generations. This has been affirmed and reaffirmed by 

the U.S. Food and Drug Administration (FDA), among other leading health organizations.  

• Antibiotics: All milk is strictly tested for antibiotics on the farm and at the milk bottling plant. Any milk 

that tests positive is disposed of immediately and does not get into the food supply.  

• Pesticides: Thorough USDA testing shows that milk and dairy products rank among the lowest of all 

agricultural products in detectable residues. Any levels in dairy foods have been well within U.S. and 

international safety protection standards.  

• Genetically Modified Organisms: Milk is not genetically modified, but the feed for dairy cows on 

traditional, but not organic, farms can be grown from genetically modified seeds, which allow farmers to 

grow feed more efficiently. Scientists have tested and continue to test the safety of GMOs and 

overwhelmingly agree that GMO foods are safe to eat. 

What does grass-fed mean on my milk bottle/dairy package?  

Milk labeled grass-fed does not refer to the quality of the milk itself, but rather to the diets that farmers 

have chosen to feed their cows. Grass-fed does not mean that cows solely get their food from pasture – 

but that they have access to pasture during prime growing seasons based on geographical and 

weather/climate considerations. Both organic and traditional farms may use pasture grazing. While you 

may see grass-fed on labels of milk or other dairy foods, there is no federal standard definition of grass-

fed dairy foods, but, independently the American Grassfed Association recently approved new grass-fed 

standards. According to these standards, cows must graze on pasture no less than 150 days and average 

at least 60 percent of their feed consumption (dry weight without moisture) from pasture grazing. Any 

grass-fed claims made on food labels must be truthful and not misleading. 

Is organic milk more local than regular milk?  

Food labels can be confusing and while you may think that some products, such as organic milk, come 

from farms closer to your home, this may not necessarily be the case. Because there are fewer organic 

farms than traditional farms, the milk can travel a greater distance to reach the consumer. This milk is 

typically ultra-pasteurized or put through ultra-high temperature processing to preserve freshness. Most 

regular milk also comes from local, family-owned farms and typically is on store shelves within about 48 

hours or sooner. Farm families have produced milk for America’s tables for decades and 97 percent of 

U.S. farms are owned by individuals and families. Regardless of your choice of milk, you can rest easy 

knowing your choice is safe, wholesome and nutritious.  
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