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FOOD SAFETY 
VOCABULARY DEFINITIONS 

 

In this curriculum, food refers to both food and beverages. 

Composting 
A form of waste treatment that uses fungi, bacteria and other microorganisms to decompose 
organic matter, such as animal manure and food waste. Composting can reduce or eliminate 
pathogens, harmful chemicals, plant diseases, odors and air pollution. The end product is a 
nutrient-rich fertilizer.1  

Fertilize 
To apply fertilizer to soil. 

Fertilizer 
Materials spread on soil to increase its capacity to promote plant growth. Common fertilizers 
include animal manure, compost, synthetic (human-made) chemicals and certain minerals. 

Field to plate 
The span of activities from food production through consumption. See supply chain. 

Food Processing 
The practices used by food industries to transform raw plant and animal materials, such as grains, 
produce, meat and dairy, into products for consumers.2-4 Examples include freezing vegetables, 
milling wheat into flour and frying potato chips. Slaughtering animals is sometimes considered a 
form of food processing.  

Food safety 
The science and practice of protecting the food supply from contamination by disease-causing 
organisms, harmful chemicals and other threats to health. 

Food system 
See supply chain. 

Foodborne illness 
Illness caused by eating foods contaminated by pathogens, poisonous chemicals or other harmful 
substances.5 

Industrial food animal production (IFAP) 
A model of breeding, feeding, raising and processing animals and animal products for food. It is 
characterized by housing large numbers of animals under confinement in densely packed, highly 
specialized facilities. Animals receive specially formulated grain-based feeds that often contain 
growth-promoting drugs.6-9  

Manure 
Animal excrement used to fertilize land. 

Pasteurization 
A process that uses controlled amounts of heat to extend the shelf life of milk, juice and other 
products by inhibiting the growth of pathogens.10,11 
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Pathogens 
Microorganisms that cause disease upon infecting a host organism. Pathogens include certain 
viruses, bacteria and fungi. 

Pest 
Any organism that threatens human interests. Common pests in agriculture include certain plants 
(weeds), insects, fungi, rodents, bacteria and other organisms that can kill crops or interfere with 
their growth.12,13 

Pesticide 
Substances intended to repel, kill or control any species deemed a pest. Types of pesticides include 
herbicides, insecticides and fungicides.14 

Public health 
The science and practice of protecting and promoting the health of communities (as opposed to 
focusing on individual patients). 

Soil 
The top layer of the earth’s surface. Fertile soil aids plant growth by providing root support and 
serving as a reservoir of air, water and nutrients. It is home to countless organisms—many of them 
beneficial—including bacteria, arthropods, earthworms, fungi, nematodes and protozoa.15  

Supply chain 
The people, activities and resources involved in getting food from farms, ranches, rivers, oceans and 
other sources to consumers’ plates. Major stages along the supply chain include production, 
processing, distribution, retail and consumption. The term food system sometimes refers to the 
supply chain. 

Waste treatment 
Processes that make waste less of a threat to health and the environment. Human waste, including 
wastewater from sinks and toilets, is typically treated in order to reduce levels of pathogens, toxic 
chemicals and other harmful substances.  
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