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FOREWORD

Let’s be real: Every one of us lives on a budget.

That budget is primarily a financial restriction for some, but, even for those who can afford to buy whatever food they’d like, living on a time budget is often a daily reality.

These days, who has time to balance the rigors of working, taking care of themselves and their dependents (human and nonhuman), and eating healthfully?

Too many of us have a seemingly never-ending list of to-dos begging for our time. This is a big reason why many of us spend less and less time preparing our own meals, relying instead on Uber Eats, meal kit deliveries, fast-food drive-thrus, and microwavable frozen dinners to quickly satiate our hunger each evening.

Not only are these options more expensive than preparing our own food, but such a shift away from home cooking has serious consequences for our health. After all, it’s no longer a secret that much of the food served in restaurants or pre-packaged and prepared for pickup at the grocery store or delivered to our doorsteps is typically loaded with far too much oil, salt, and sugar, which keeps us coming back for more. Over time, this kind of diet may shrink our wallets while expanding our litany of health problems.

Is there a way we can enjoy delicious, nutritious plant-based food that’s easy on our financial and time budgets? There is, and Toni Okamoto tells us how in Plant-Based on a Budget Quick & Easy.

Gone are the days when making your own meal required an hour of labor with questionable results at the end. Say goodbye, too, to the idea that only a trained chef can make something worth eating.

Toni shows us money- and time-saving tactics that allow us to enjoy delectable dishes while getting back precious time to do more of the things we want to do.

So, whether you’re on a financial budget, a time budget, or both, sit back and prepare to be wowed by the tips and tricks Toni’s about to teach you. I’ve been preparing plant-based meals for three decades, yet even I learned new things from reading this book. I’m confident you will, too, and that, because of Toni, you’ll have more money and more time to enjoy both your food and the rest of your life.

MICHAEL GREGER, MD, FACLM

AUTHOR, HOW NOT TO DIE




INTRODUCTION

When I began my plant-based journey in 2007, my guiding stars were a heartfelt desire to help animals and a profound wish to live healthier. Back then, I hadn’t yet learned to fully appreciate the value of time—that would come later—but I definitely knew the value of money. That’s because, in short, I had none. When you’re not on solid financial footing, thinking about how you’re going to pay for things takes up a lot of brainspace.

In those lean early days, as I juggled two jobs and struggled to conquer my debt, I was fortunate to have the wherewithal to get really creative with meal planning and food shopping to make my newfound lifestyle work on a very tight budget.

When I went to the supermarket, I’d head right for the bulk bins, toting not just my own shopping bags but my own measuring cups, too, to make sure I wasn’t wasting precious pennies on more ingredients than a recipe called for. (I’m sure this would embarrass some people, but it never bothered me.) I was determined to eat well and find a path to greater economic stability, and food costs weren’t going to stand in my way!

It wasn’t always easy, though—and it was definitely a learning process. I can still remember scraping my bowl at the end of a meal to ensure I didn’t waste even a single grain of rice. It took me a while to learn the ropes, but eventually I got the hang of it, learning to maximize my spending to buy healthy basics so I could prepare meals that were both nourishing and affordable.

Looking back, I’m proud of my determination to find the most affordable plant-based meals; after all, they’re what led me to launch my blog, Plant-Based on a Budget, and begin to inspire my loved ones to overcome a generational history of lifestyle-related illnesses and find their path toward healthy eating, too. Those ambitions also allowed me to transform my financial circumstances in ways I couldn’t have imagined back when I was swimming in debt. It had never even occurred to me that I could build Plant-Based on a Budget into a thriving company, but when I got my first sponsorship offer—someone actually wanted to pay me to put their ad on my site!—I wondered what such an opportunity could lead to. To my great surprise, what began as a blog I’d write in between the hours I logged nannying, dog-walking, and house-sitting has since blossomed into four cookbooks, a podcast, and a full-time career. And the best part of it all is that I have found my true purpose in life helping people eat more plants, which in turn also helps create a kinder world for animals and the planet. I feel honored and grateful that through my work, I have been invited to help jumpstart so many plant-based journeys.

The success of Plant-Based on a Budget has completely transformed my economic circumstances, and I couldn’t be more grateful for this twist of fate. And while I still avoid wasting food, I no longer obsess and get stressed about every penny spent and every grain of rice. Today, I’ve shifted my focus to saving time. This creates more space in my life for the things I really love, like hanging out with friends and family, helping animals, and dreaming up new ways to make the world a better place.

If you’re like me and want to spend less time in the kitchen preparing food, cooking, and cleaning, and more time doing things that really light you up, this book is for you! Of course, helping you save money will still be my priority, but just as I spent years figuring out the best ways to cut back on food costs, I’ve also dedicated countless hours to figuring out all the smartest methods for saving time on food prep, which I’ll share in a moment. Besides helping you create mouthwatering meals you and your family will love, this book will also help you get to the fun part—eating!—much faster and more easily. But first, a word to those who might be just embarking on their own plant-based journeys.

START WHERE YOU ARE

Some people embrace plant-based eating with the passion of a new convert, diving in headfirst and never looking back. This was not how my journey unfolded.

My approach was far more tentative (a longtime Taco Bell taco habit will do that to you!) and involved many starts and stops. My heart was in the right place, but I was living paycheck to paycheck and didn’t always prioritize healthy eating, instead opting for whatever was readily available and, as often was the case, whatever was free.

Fast-forward 16 years, and eating plant-based is second nature for me. I don’t even have to think about it—I just do it! But I know that most of the people who follow Plant-Based on a Budget, and perhaps you yourself, aren’t at that place yet. And that’s okay. My philosophy has always been “progress over perfection,” and testing the waters is part of the process. But I’m willing to bet that if you follow the advice and recipes in this cookbook, you’ll eventually find that plant-based eating brings you so many benefits that you’ll come to a place where you don’t want to look back. I know that was the case for me. So, celebrate your wins, and give yourself a break if and when you struggle. The next day (or the next meal!) is a brand-new opportunity.

What would have helped me immensely when I first set off on my plant-based journey was a guide like this to show me how easy and affordable it is to eat healthfully without meat, eggs, or dairy. (Or fast-food beef tacos!) And if you’re like me and your free time is at a premium, being able to pull together delicious, nourishing meals quickly is a major priority. So I hope this book can be a truly useful resource you’ll turn to again and again. Getting to help others on their journey gives me great joy, especially when it means saving you time to enjoy your life more.

TIME IS MONEY: HOW TO SET YOURSELF UP FOR SUCCESS

In my book Plant-Based on a Budget, I presented a step-by-step plan for spending as little money as possible on scrumptious, healthy food. In this book, you’ll discover all the tools and strategies for eating well without a huge time investment. After all, time is money, and I want you to have plenty of both!

So let’s talk about some of the ways I budget both time and money, in and out of the kitchen.

Meal Planning

Meal planning is where the money- and time-saving magic happens. From cutting down on your impulse purchases to minimizing your trips to fast-food drive-thrus, planning ahead has so many benefits—including creating more time for the things you really love and want to direct your attention to. And it will make your time in the kitchen preparing meals feel effortless. Really!

Meal planning can look different, depending on the person. Some people like creating detailed, color-coded spreadsheets that chart the course for breakfast, lunch, dinner, and snacks, and include all the nutrition information for a whole month of meals. Others simply pick a couple of recipes to batch-cook for the upcoming week’s dinners. My personal style recently is to use my pressure cooker on a Sunday to batch-cook a protein like lentils or beans, plus a grain like rice or quinoa, and then turn to the Mix-and-Match Bowls chapter of this book during the workweek for vegetables and a homemade or store-bought sauce. It makes weeknights so much easier when you have half of your meal prepared! Whichever strategy you choose, I’m positive that you’ll feel the benefits once you get started. If you’d like a ready-made meal plan to get you started, check out the back of this book, where you’ll find a week-long plan (and shopping list) based on recipes in this book. (I also offer lots of freebies at PlantBasedonaBudget.com/cookbook, where you can find free ebooks, a downloadable planner, and more.)

A Well-Stocked Pantry

As you already know, I’m all about cutting corners in the kitchen to save time. Because I like to take shortcuts, I’m always stocked up on pre-chopped frozen produce, canned beans, vegetable bouillon paste, canned tomatoes and tomato sauce, jarred garlic, and other products that make life a little easier. (Note, for broth, I prefer Better Than Bouillon brand’s “No Chicken” base and that’s what I used in my recipe testing. But you can have success with other veggie broth if that is what you have.)

You’ll see those convenient products mentioned throughout my recipes, but please feel free to use fresh, frozen, and canned items interchangeably. The other part of me (that’s much more relaxed) is a gardener who grows a large portion of the produce we eat in the summer, so I understand those of you who like to eat as fresh as possible. This book has something for everyone.

Time-Saving Kitchen Tools

I stick by what I said in Plant-Based on a Budget: you don’t need fancy equipment to get started. As you can see in the photo below, I meal-prepped an entire week’s worth of food using food storage containers from Dollar Tree. (Although I no longer use disposable plastic bags, back then I was grateful for the option, since I couldn’t afford reusable silicone bags.)

If you have a budget for investing in kitchen equipment, you can see my favorites at PlantBasedonaBudget.com/shop. The following list covers the essentials, as well as some bonus equipment you may want to invest in when your budget allows—kitchen tools can be pricey up front, but the right ones will end up saving you more time and money in the long run.

Airtight containers—Whether you’re hopping on the meal prep trend or storing leftovers, airtight containers are your best friends for keeping food fresh. I prefer glass containers with snap-on lids because they’re great for freezing and they’re microwave safe, but my husband finds them too clunky in his lunchbox and prefers lightweight plastic containers. There are also great insulated stainless steel containers for keeping soups warm (ideal if you don’t have access to a microwave or kitchen at work).

Mason jars—These can be found at many supermarkets and are great for storing your bulk ingredients and prepared items like overnight oats, dressings, leftover soups and stews—you name it. They come in many sizes, and you may want a variety depending on what you’ll use them for. I find a solid lunch- or dinner-sized helping of a meal will fit well in a 16-ounce jar. You can also buy used jars at thrift stores and purchase new lids online if they’re rusty.
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Reusable silicone bags—Because I try to avoid single-use plastic, reusable silicone bags have become staples in our home. They’re an up-front investment, but if you use them as often as we do for snacks, freezing, and marinating, you’ll wind up saving more money than you would purchasing plastic bags. I recommend buying them in a variety of sizes.

Half sheet pans (aka rimmed baking sheets); 9 × 13-inch and 9 × 9-inch baking dishes—You’ll need these for all the yummy recipes in the Sheet Pan Dishes and Casseroles chapter.

Loaf pan and muffin tin—These baking pans are generally very inexpensive and easy to find at thrift stores. You’ll need them to create my easy quick breads and muffins (as well as the delicious cupcakes in the desserts chapter).

Large pot and skillet—To make soups, stews, and one-pot meals, grab a large saucepan or soup pot. You’ll also want a large skillet for sautéing veggies, cooking up pancakes, and more.

Silicone baking mat—This has been a huge saver of time and money in my kitchen. Instead of using parchment paper on my sheet pan to make cookies and other baked treats, I throw this down. It saves me from scrubbing down the pan every time I use it, and from having to shell out cash each time I run out of parchment paper—and there’s nothing to throw in the trash.

Blender, immersion blender, or food processor—There are quite a few recipes in this book that call for a blender or food processor. In general, blenders are suited for blending solid and liquid ingredients together. An immersion blender does the same, but rather than pouring your ingredients into a pitcher on a stand, you immerse the blender right into the cup/bowl/pot you’re using to cook. Meanwhile, food processors prepare all sorts of foods in different ways (from chopping, shredding, and grinding ingredients to mixing up a dough) in much less time than doing those things by hand. So if I had to pick just one, it would probably be a food processor. I didn’t have one until I received one as a wedding gift, and now I can’t remember how I ever lived without it. Mine has an 8-quart capacity and came with slicing and shredding attachments. It’s perfect! It slices and grates veggies literally in seconds.

Multifunction pressure cooker (such as Instant Pot)—Okay, so this is a splurge item, and you don’t need one—you absolutely can make all the recipes in this book without it. But I’m including it because it revolutionized my meal preparation. This gadget cooks things in minutes, whereas making them on the stovetop or in a slow cooker could take hours. Better yet, once all the ingredients go into the cooker, no sautéing or stirring or flipping is required—allowing me to take a walk with my dog while dinner cooks. How cool is that?! Many of the recipes in this book have pressure cooker options, and it’s also a great resource for making meals on road trips. You can cook just about anything in it, anywhere you can find an electric outlet!

Air fryer—Another splurge. This is the newest appliance in my kitchen, and I’m really loving how it allows me to use less oil. It’s also more energy-efficient than firing up the oven and has the added benefit of not heating up my house during our hot Sacramento summers.

Smart Storage

Whenever I throw food in the compost bin because it’s gone bad, it feels like throwing my hard-earned cash in the trash. It’s tough on my heart, but 100 percent effective in reminding me that food waste is money waste.

One of the best tricks for avoiding food waste is proper storage to keep things fresh for as long as possible. You’ll find directions for freezing in the freezer-friendly recipes in this book, but be sure to try these additional helpful tips to help your food last longer.
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Parsley, cilantro, and other herbs—Using scissors or a sharp knife, snip the bottom off the herb stems and place them in a glass or jar of water as you would fresh-cut flowers. If you want them to last even longer, store the glass or jar in the refrigerator with a silicone or plastic bag loosely placed over it. If you’re curious about a specific herb you have on hand, do a quick Google search for the best storage tips.

Leafy greens—I store kale and other sturdy greens the same way I store herbs: in a glass or jar of water in the refrigerator, like a bouquet of flowers. For more tender greens like spinach and lettuce, I store them in a resealable container along with a paper towel to help absorb any moisture and prevent them from becoming soggy.

Avocados—There’s nothing worse than an avocado that has expired. To avoid this tragedy, I keep my underripe avocados on the counter and monitor them closely until they allow the slightest give in the squeeze test. As soon as that happens, I pop them in the refrigerator, which helps them last several extra days.

Carrots, celery, and citrus—Thoroughly wash your whole carrots, celery, lemons, and limes and place them in a large-mouth mason jar or other container, pour in enough water to cover, and put on the lid. You can store them in the refrigerator like this for up to 1 month.

Tofu—For savory dishes, I almost always use extra- or super-firm tofu that comes in vacuum-sealed packages. If I’m using only half the package, I store the leftover tofu in an airtight container filled with fresh water, making sure that the tofu is completely submerged. This way, it will stay fresh in the refrigerator for up to 5 days.

Freezer items—When freezing food for future meals, make sure you note the freeze date. One simple method I use is to take a piece of masking tape and use a Sharpie to write the name of the dish and the date it went into the freezer. I also have a magnetic whiteboard on my freezer that helps me keep track of what needs to be eaten and when.

When you’re freezing soups and stews, remember to fill your containers no more than three-quarters of the way, in order to leave room for the liquid to expand as it freezes.

THE BASICS OF (QUICKER, EASIER) COOKING

Each of the recipes in this book is created to save you time in the kitchen, but I will say up front that some of them may look like they take a bit longer to prepare. Often that’s because of a longer bake time (like some of the casserole recipes) or because a particular ingredient needs a longer inactive prep (like soaking overnight oats in the fridge or freezing tofu ahead of cooking to make it firmer). As much as possible, I kept the active prep time as short as possible—and the steps themselves as simple as can be—to make your life easy.

So, while you may need to plan ahead for some dishes, you won’t need to spend hours chopping, stirring, and watching a pot! And many recipes are designed to make multiple servings so you can cook once and have enough to last you several meals. That way you can take full advantage of those opportunities when you have a little more time to spend in the kitchen, and then quickly reheat a meal on the following days when you’re really pressed for time.

That said, it’s totally possible to cook many recipes from this book and never spend more than 30 minutes on prep and cooking time combined! And if you’re short on time, I recommend using pre-chopped vegetables, and never peeling your carrots or potatoes. I have a whole chapter devoted to dishes that come together in less than half an hour.

MY TOP TAKEAWAYS FROM THIS BOOK

Plant-Based Meal Planning Is Fun

When you think of meal planning, do you think “exciting”? You should! My trick to avoiding boring repetition and really relishing your food is by starting simple and adding new textures and flavors with each meal.

Let’s take the Veggie-Packed Potato Leek Soup on page 58, for example. If I were making a big pot just for myself to eat throughout the week, I’d start by skipping the step to purée and would simply eat the vegetables whole on that first day. On the second day, I’d purée the soup for a different textural experience. On the third day, I’d pour some soup in my bowl, then add some hot sauce, crunchy croutons, and more black pepper. On the fourth day, I’d add sautéed greens and a squeeze of lemon juice. Switching up the tastes and textures really helps avoid meal burnout!

By the end of this book, you’ll learn exactly how to extend the life of not only your big-batch meals but also your produce and batch-cooked weekly staples. Mastering proper storage and freezing techniques will go a long way. And the Mix-and-Match Bowls chapter will give you lots of options for sauces and additional ingredients you can serve on top of or alongside leftovers to make those leftovers feel new.

You Don’t Need Meat

If you watch meal planning videos on YouTube and TikTok, you’ve noticed that there’s definitely a formula for filling bento box–style containers. While some people add a piece of meat as their protein of choice, in the Mix-and-Match Bowls chapter of this book
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