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Natural and organic substances
and products
Consumers are increasingly interested in products they perceive as organic and natural. Personal care manufacturers
have followed this global trend, and this in turn has led to a worldwide growth in the market for cosmetic products
which are presented as natural or organic.
In the absence of official regulatory standards for making organic or natural claims on cosmetic products, individual
companies, group of companies as well as special interest groups have proliferated with a large number of local
definitions and standards for such claims with the risk creating confusion among consumers.
Confronted to this situation, the options available to those creating references in this area are to either severely
restrict the range of products available to the consumer or to look at technical solutions which build on underlying
philosophies and offer more product choice.
Focusing on the specific situation of cosmetic products their formulation with either 100% organic or natural as
appropriate would be highly restrictive and practically impossible at this time, enabling to generate additional risks
for the users.
Light modifications to natural source ingredients can be suitable to reduce irritancy or even to eliminate portion of
their constituents that may have potential well known adverse
effects.
Therefore to meet such expectation the
ingredients generally incorporated in
organic or natural cosmetic
products need to involve in
addition to the organic and
natural ones, other
categories such as
organic or natural
derived ingredients or
even natural identical
ingredients, as long as
they correspond to
clear definitions.

A need for clarifications?
A first ambiguity results from the parallel use of the terms “organic” and “natural” when qualifying such ingredients. Basically, natural
compounds refer either to inorganic and organic substances, the last ones being issued from plants, animals, ourselves, of living origin. Simply
speaking, minerals are substances which do not contain carbon in their molecule.
In the context of cosmetic products, natural ingredients are either those directly collected from nature and those which have been processed
without the intention of chemical modification. They cover substances from animals, plants, fungi, algae, microorganisms and minerals origin,
mineral natural ingredients being restricted to the naturally occurring ones formed only through geological processes. As a consequence,
organic ingredients are restricted to natural ingredients that result from organic farming methods.
Even if there is no agreement between the major existing references, natural derived ingredients correspond to ingredients of natural origin
which have undergone defined processes with the intention of chemical modification. To avoid abuses in this matter, standards are in progress
on the one hand to delimit the processes that should be considered as well as the catalysts, solvents or reagents that should be allowed, on the
other hand to determine the natural contribution of the natural derived ingredients in the finished product.

What about water in natural product?
In spite of being natural, water represents a basic and in most cases a main ingredient in number of cosmetic products without
influencing their naturalness. Therefore it should be considered as neutral. Such a global neutrality is however not acceptable when considering
cosmetic ingredients or extracts as water may then have different specificities. If the water added to dilute an extract can be regarded neither
organic nor “natural”, this is not the case when considering the constitutive water in plants or the reconstructive water for dry extracts which
must be considered as organic and natural. However specific approaches have to be taken for each category of ingredient and product, using
either the actual dry to fresh ratio of the entire plant or the specific ratios established for each part of the plant.

Are the natural or natural derived ingredients safer than the artificial ones?
From the safety point of view, even if the words “natural ingredients” or “organic ingredients” sound healthier that “artificial
ingredients”, there is in practice not much if any difference between these two categories of ingredients, each of them presenting specific
advantages and disadvantage: An ingredient’s source does not determine its safety. Both natural and artificial ingredients may be toxic or
allergenic.
Natural and natural derived ingredients could be considered as safer as they proceed from nature. Nevertheless one must remember that most
of them correspond to complex mixture which constituents vary in their composition and concentration, part of them remaining unidentified.
By chance most of them are present at very low concentration devoid of toxicological concern. Therefore their best pass remains their long
tradition of use, tradition however limited to restricted areas and local habits, not transposable worldwide.
Artificial ingredients are created in laboratories according to well defined processes, part of them being not available in nature. In most cases
they correspond to single molecules and are submitted to strict specifications and controls. Their toxicological profile being usually established
before their marketing, their risk of use should be easily assessed. However, in practice, for number of them the situation is not as simple, due
to the potential presence of impurities or substances releasing when manufacturing.

In the absence of legal definitions of the terms used it was observed worldwide during the last decade a tremendous
proliferation of labels, most of them underlying national or commercial interests with the final risk, aside creating barriers
in the international trading, to generate confusion among the common users. In addition the misleading information with
results from this situation may have in the middle term a direct impact on their own safety and health.
This is the reason why, aside the rules suggested by different nongovernmental
organizations, the International Standard Organization (ISO) by means of the Technical
Committee TC217 created a specific working group with mandate is to clarify the
situation and propose guidelines on technical definitions and criteria for natural and
organic cosmetic ingredients and products.
The expectation of this working group which involves experts from number of countries
is to achieve its work in 2013, allowing then to set out clear common technical definitions
for ingredients and criteria determining the naturalness or organicness of cosmetic
products for the highest benefit of the consumers, the manufacturers and the authorities
themselves.
Next topic: An evolution in the use of preservatives?
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