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By Wendy Vurik

The trend toward organic and all-natural foods has found its way into the world of spices, and San Marcos-based Aromatica Organics is answering the call.

Since 2003, the company has been selling all-organic spices and seasoning blends to big companies, like Campbell’s Soup and Heinz 57, for their use in soups, spaghetti sauces and ketchups labeled all-organic. You can also find Aromatica Organics spice blends at Albertsons, Ralphs, and other major food sellers in a convenient stainless steel container the company calls a “dibbe.”
When executive Vice President James Slatic joined the parent company, Great Spice in 1997, it was selling 50 percent conventional spices and 50 percent organic. Slatic said he persuaded the company partners to make the leap to all-organic.

“It was just intuition,” Slatic said. “I was seeing the trends in health and consumer awareness. The low carb craze was dying out and the next trend was coming up.”

With the passage of the National Organic Program in 1990, the government produced the rules and regulations governing what would be considered organic. 
“The U.S. government put us in business by making it a standard food. This law and the USDA National Organic Program seal gave organic a differentiation,” Slatic said.

Slatic acknowledged that even with a 100 percent certified organic seal on their products, consumers might still be wary, given the confusion around other labels such as low-fat foods that really aren’t. 
“The government has actually done something to give consumers the ability to have confidence in these labels,” Slatic explained. If a manufacturer puts a 100 percent certified organic seal on a product and it isn’t, he said its owner can end up in jail.
At its 21,000-square-foot San Marcos plant, Aromatica Organics takes their certified organic claims seriously. Slatic said that not only does his company adhere to the USDA National Organic Program, but the company also follows the rules of the Quality Assurance International organic certifying body, complies with the American Spice Trade Association specifications, and is certified kosher by the Orthodox Union.

So what does all this mean to a consumer buying some spices for their dinner? A better tasting product, Slatic said. 
“If you try organic spices side by side with conventional, you’ll never go back,” he said. Conventional spices are irradiated and treated with chemicals which can impart a metallic edge to what’s being cooked, he said. 

“Organic spices have more volatile oils which interact with the food and really open up a lot of flavor,” he said.

Offering a selection of 15 varieties, their best-selling blend is Nebraska Prime Steak. 
“It’s just head and shoulders above the rest and the biggest,” Slatic said. It has 14 herbs and spices, such as pepper, chili flake and celery seed. The company’s eight varieties of salt-free blends are also gaining in popularity, Slatic said.
Consumers can find Aromatica Organic blends in grocery stores, but not in the spice aisle. Slatic said their products can be found at the meat counter, where a butcher might recommend a blend for salmon or steak. The can also be purchased online at aromaticaorganics.com.

The company has done well with the stainless steel dibbi, which is based on the design of ancient Indian spice boxes.

“This has been our greatest thing,” Slatic said. “We give the store managers a dibbi and tell them to try it at home, and they always call you back,” he said. In 18 months, Aromatic Organics was able to get their blends into 1,000 retail locations.

With only 67 employees, Aromatic Organics is still a small company in the spice and seasoning world. But with a 23 percent jump in the sales of spices in the last year, Slatic said, the company will continue to grow with the industry.
“It’s a different product grown in a different way,” Slatic said. “It’s about sustainability and being good stewards of the land … This has got to be our future for anyone who cares about the environment.”
