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marketing. Here in Australia, like many 
other places, little has been achieved. 
Locally we have had both NICNAS and 
AQIS involved in natural and organic 
standards, which appear, in the main, to 
be largely ignored, irrelevant and poorly 
or not at all enforced.

In the absence of a strong uniform 
approach, we have, in my opinion, 
arrived in a national situation where the 
ideals of natural and organic have been 
so bastardised by marketers, governments 
and private certification bodies alike, 
as to be a poor ref lection on all parties 
involved.

Recently I was interviewed on radio to 
respond to an article made up of quotes 
attributed to spokespeople for some 
organic certifiers and brand owners that 
said women apply over 500 chemicals to 
their body per day. If you have missed it, 
the implication was that “chemical” was a 
bad thing. In fact, not just a bad thing but 
toxic. Nothing like creating a bit of fear 
to stir up the masses!

I pondered the ‘over 500 chemicals’ 
thing and was confused to say the least. 
As a product formulator I am exposed (on 
a typical day) to more chemicals than the 

to declare I have been in this industry 
for several decades and have a strong 
commitment to the best possible skincare 
products for our customers. This 
necessarily means looking at all options 
when formulating, so organic and natural 
ingredients are familiar territory for me.

I see that the biggest selling skincare is 
anything but organic and the 4 top selling 
“apparently natural” brands in Australia 
are also blends of raw materials and not 
wholly natural or synthetic. They are all 
good and safe and obviously perform the 
way the customers want.

Over the years the organic and natural 
options have increased markedly. On a 
personal level in the early ‘90s we were 
the first to get organic certification for 
our coconut oil in PNG for use in skin 
and hair care.

For a long time I have been concerned 
with what I perceived as poor regulatory 
standards while industry and government 
struggled over what to do in relation to 
the growing natural/organic sector. I 
lobbied for a standard certification for 
years and years. I have also spoken out 
against the marketing practice of ‘green 
washing’ and the associated dodgy 

If the opening paragraph sounds a strange 
way to open this column then I apologise, 
however I believe there are parallels 
between that parable and the ‘certified 
organic’ industry.
We live in a world where subject matter 
complexity is often decoded to a very 
simple, commonly understood mass 
market message designed to inf luence 
purchasing decisions. It seems to me that 
the received message (at least as it relates 
to organics in skincare) is that ‘organic’ 
is decoded as ‘safe’; with the corollary 
being that ‘chemical’ is often decoded 
as ‘toxic’. Both decodes are, of course, 
gross simplifications that, in large part, 
are incorrect. And yet there are powerful 
vested interests who support these 
decodes, as it keeps the message simple. 
The simple truth is organic doesn’t mean 
what most people take it to mean, and 
ambiguity in its real meaning has led to 
an situation that is exploited by a variety 
of parties and interests.

OK I may be walking a fine line here 
in popularity stakes either way of the 
debate about organic certification but 
here I go.

Before I get howled down, I want 

‘‘
Once upon a time there was an Emperor who paraded proudly amongst his people in his 
new clothes. His loyal subjects spoke loudly between themselves praising the choice, cut 

and quality of his newest wardrobe additions. This pleased the Emperor greatly, who had, 
after all, paid a large sum of money to the people responsible for supplying the exquisitely 

light fabric that felt like nothing. Soon a murmur ran through the crowd for a small child 
had pointed out that the Emperor was in fact naked. You know the rest of the story . . .
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and creative power. Yet to the Certifiers, 
or the marketers, this seems not enough 
to satisfy them.

Instead of sticking to their principles, 
they all compete for licencing 
arrangements as this generates an income 
stream. With each version comes the 
imprimatur of the Certifier with their 
stamp of approval marked on the material 
or brand. One can choose from 95% 
organic, 75% organic, “containing % 
of organic”, 95% organic plant content 
etc etc. Then the non certified product 
that may have a poofteenth of organic 
aloevera or essential oil but the name or 
brand name implies its “organicness” and 
thus its credible “niceness”.

It is clear, based on personal 
experience, that current certification 
practices are hugely bureaucratic and 
largely self-serving. It is challenging 
to see how the certifying industry 
as a whole provides consumers with 
confidence about the safety, naturalness 
and efficacy of the ingredients they 
are certifying. As an example one only 
needs to look at the number of materials 
added then withdrawn just on certified 
materials list over the last few years to 
realise all is not well in the certifying 
industry. How can it be that over a 
relatively short period of several years a 
product previously certified compliant is 
later deemed to be unsuitable? Is it just a 
case of the manufacturer of the material 
giving up with paying certifying bodies 
initial and ongoing certifying fees or 
are manufacturers replacing something 
already approved with a new material 
that better meets selection criteria? A bit 
of both I guess, however given the costs 
of registration one can’t help but wonder 
if avoiding certifying body fees plays the 
bigger role.

So if a Certifier says yes to a material 
that they later withdraw from approval, 
how confident can we be about their 
initial assessments? It’s a bit of a moveable 
feast of what is and isn’t approved. 
Certifying bodies seem not to care about 
the costs that manufacturers and brand 
owners incur in developing formulations 
certified to meet their standards. If 
ingredients cease to be certified, what 
about the costs of reformulations incurred 

somewhere in excess of 350! By any 
reasonable measure a fair assessment is 
that the idealism of certifying bodies in 
the 1920’s has given way to commercial 
opportunity. Why else would there 
‘need’ to be such a proliferation of private 
certifying bodies?

It appears now that idealism has taken 
back seat to upset, bureaucracy and 
plain bitchiness as to whether or not 
something is really natural, or whether 
it should be on the “NO” (the evil 
TOXIC chemical) list. The different 
certifications methodologies, levels of 
what is and isn’t allowable, together with 
body specific restrictions and formula 
rules are, plain and simple, the product 
of competitiveness between private 
corporations. If there was ever a case 
for ‘harmonisation’ of standards at an 
international level, this has to be a strong 
candidate!

The many main certifiying companies 
in Europe, came to some sense with the 
adoption of one standard by many of 
these certifiers, COSMOS. However it 
took so long to come into being and is 
so different from the schemes allowed 
over the last 6-7 years that it may still not 
get up properly. Other countries like the 
USA have not adopted it.

There is a great and wonderful part 
of the pressure from the public, and the 
rising power of the “Google Machine”, 
is that the chemical and raw material 
industry has transformed its attitude 
to ‘naturals’ immensely over a short 
timeframe. Natural (in skincare & 
cosmetics) was largely scoffed at 20-
30 years ago. Yet now it is normal and 
feasible to formulate with a large pool 
of natural raw materials and to develop 
elegant, functional and appealing 
products with a strong appeal to a 
mainstream audience.

In the last 5-10 years there have been 
leaps and bounds in the development and 
efficacy of new materials and ingredients 
that satisfy the complexities of low 
energy and “greenness” for skincare and 
cosmetics. And this in the most part is 
brilliant. At the grassroots level it has 
created markets for more plants to be 
grown and value added. The natural 
movement has spawned millions of jobs 

average person and even I didn’t come 
anywhere near to a tally approaching 500 
chemicals.

On further ref lection I wondered if 
this mythical woman, would need to 
wash then powder her body then lotion 
all over, perhaps then adding a sunless 
tanner, then colour, shampoo, condition 
and style her hair before moving on 
to apply moisturizer, serum, powder, 
concealer, lipstick, eyeshadows, liner, 
mascara, perfume and later using makeup 
remover and night cream and serum 
to even get vaguely close to that many 
different chemical raw materials.

To satisfy my curiosity I conducted a straw 
poll of 20 women* who checked their daily 
product uses and not one of them got to 50 
individual raw ingredients (chemicals) in a day. 
To make the 500 chemicals in a day claim 
even less credible, the other claim in 
the article was that the so called average 
woman ate a kilo of lipstick or gloss per 
year. Gosh, that average woman must be 
a candidate for “freaky eaters” on Foxtel, 
if she manages to eat an average of a tube 
of lipstick every day 365 days a year!

The radio station didn’t pooh pooh 
any of the claims, nor did they challenge 
the so called science or logic this rubbish 
was based on. Instead (presumably in the 
interest of fairness and equity) the radio 
station invited an organic spokesperson 
to contribute to the discussion. Call me 
biased but I thought the spokesperson 
just whipped up the chemical myth even 
more. So much for the ‘smart’ country!

I digress a bit, but many people think 
that the ‘green’ movement is a modern 
invention, and in one sense (the political 
one) that is relatively true. The reality is 
that politics aside, the “green movement” 
can trace its origins to the aftermath of 
WW1 – making it somewhat older than 
most people realise. In large part the 
sentiment underpinning the origins of the 
movement was a direct response to the 
proliferation of the chemicals developed 
and used for harm, death and destruction 
in that war. Oh, and the initial focus was 
almost exclusively concerned with food.

Today, there are many regulatory 
bodies that peddle themselves to the 
cosmetics industry. A few years ago 
the number of bodies worldwide stood 
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real back to nature, simple life. Just do 
not expect too much of them. It is the 
only one that is credible and true to the 
original movement. Unfortunately it will 
not make the Certifiers wealthy.
2 – Level 2 of the current private certifier 
arrangements in place are currently 
all over the place, with no pattern for 
consumers to follow. It has various 
percentages of organic in the whole to 
percentages of organic just of the plant 
material. The certifiers realise that 
cosmetics need other naturally plant 
derived materials to create a competitive 
product, but it has gone too far now. This 
level of certification is like a kitten in a 
ball of wool. Too hard to unravel for me. 
Too hard by far for consumers. The rules 
are all over the place and the policing of 
the rules too spotty, too expensive.

Then what to do?
Here is what I would love to make it 

simple and honest.
a – Go back to Certified organic being 
the 95% COSMOS brand type and 
everything else as uncertified or sullied 
by some corporate marketing machine.
b – Apply the EU regulations on claims 
and safety to the Australian markets, and 
have the claims, whether natural, organic, 
skin firming or whatever be proven 
before the claims can be applied to the 
product.

This makes the playing field level. 
Brands and products, whether natural 
or so-called not, to be labelled via the 
ingredient list to be just what they are. 
No claims at all, except what is legal.

As formulators and manufacturers and 
Brand owners and consumers, we can 
all be confident that a product can be 
made and promoted without a private 
certification stamp, will be as safe and 
efficacious and elegant as anything you 
could desire, either with or without the 
most naturally sourced materials. They 
have all undergone the same testing to 
ensure safety.

Cheers, and if there is any 
mail please just send it along to 
marg@syndet.com.au.
* The 20 women were employees and friends of 
Syndet Works PL. Their ages ranged from 17 to 58 
years of age. A list of products used in the previous 
day were collated and an average of raw materials 
counted.

have been avoided if Governments had 

heeded the warnings of green groups 

regarding the misuse of the word 

“organic” (in the farming sense). Failure 

to act spawned the eruption of Private 

organisations and companies that will 

“certify” and whose primary interest is to 

ensure that their rules “rule”.

I know I know, I too thought the rules 

were a good thing to keep everyone 

honest and allow certainty for the user. 

But it is now too far gone and like the 

Emperors lack of new clothes, we talk of 

all this in hushed tones.

So in essence what we have is 2 levels 

of certification options for cosmetics:

1 – 95% organic under “COSMOS” 

rules, this is the clearest of them all, and 

many certifiers got together in the EU to 

bash this one out. Not everyone agrees 

with it, and many have just accepted it, 

along with having their own rules as 

well. I am not fond of this one for the 

case of justifiably good and sophisticated 

skincare formulas. However in saying 

that, they are simple and can satisfy a 

by manufacturer and brand owner 

alike to enable consumer packaging to 

continue featuring a certifying body 

logo?

As manufacturers, we have so many 

levels of certifications for customers to 

choose from. And that f lexibility can cost 

both manufacturers and brand owners 

dearly in both in cash and time. And 

don’t think that Organic means we are 

helping Australian Organic farmers. 

No we are not. It is much easier to 

buy Certified Organic products from 

overseas and international suppliers 

than it is Australian. Just have a look 

at the raw materials on their published 

cosmetic approved lists and see how many 

Aussie farmers or companies are there. 

Disappointingly, hardly one. So there 

goes the green and local claims.

Advisors to Brand Owners find it very 

hard to be objective with choosing the 

right Certifying company. The various 

options, cost and process is complicated 

and is difficult to communicate clearly . 

Much of the current complexities could 
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