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INTRODUCTION

A TALE OF TWO SATURDAYS

Saturday #1

It’s a bittersweet moment when the asparagus, strawberries, and peas fade from the farmers’ market and the first-of-season peaches, nectarines, blueberries, and summer squash loudly take their place. It’s hard to get too wistful—corn and tomatoes are mere weeks away. Things are looking good, even for next winter, because my tiny neighborhood farmers’ market has added some diverse and lovely new vendors who will be here year-round, supplying cheese, maple syrup, tender salad greens (oh, the sunflower sprouts!) and perfect pastured eggs—even in brutal and unkind February. Other new additions include farmed trout (smoked, too) and Long Island wines. Just a few years ago, I always had to supplement at the supermarket on the way home from this market. No longer. And the place is hopping! People seem, for the most part, to have their own reusable bags! A neighbor and I stop to exchange news of a butcher who come fall will open shop nearby with grass-fed and local offerings. My bags—and heart—full, I head home to add my bounty to my already farm-share-stuffed fridge. I’m elated, hopeful. I can’t wait to eat lunch.

Saturday #2

We’re spending the weekend away at the beach—impromptu. Although we often bring some of our food with us when traveling, we haven’t this time, and our preschooler is getting cranky-hungry. I walk into a supermarket the size of a football field and easily lose an hour, dazed by choice, reading label after ingredient list after label, and further dazed that despite the monumental amount of offerings, I’m finding few conscious choices at all. People pass me pushing carts piled high with packaged, processed foods, shrink-wrapped family packs of industrially raised chicken parts, cases of bottled water. I pause before the fish counter and am amazed by the international seafood scene announced by the country-of-origin labels (COOL)—Sri Lanka, China, Chile—even though we’re a mile or so from the Atlantic Ocean. I make do and leave. I am depressed and discouraged.

• • •

These food highs and lows hit me often. I get all excited about the wonderful advances that are being made in the eco-food arena, and about how large the movement seems to be growing—the Obamas have an organic garden on the South Lawn! What could be huger than that?—only to be slapped back to reality. Ecologically farmed and raised food isn’t widely available; the movement is too small, and often misunderstood. But it desperately needs to grow bigger—for human health and the health of the planet. As the following chapters explain, the conventional food supply that most Americans have easiest access to on a daily basis—in supermarkets, cafeterias, fast food restaurants, and takeout spots—is largely unregulated, woefully contaminated, and generally not good for us, the farmers that raise it, or the earth. There should be nothing wrong with that chicken and water—both are ostensibly healthy choices—but for many reasons, there is. We need an education to know what’s going on with our food. Not enough of us know that our salad greens and chickens are being dunked in chlorine baths to disinfect them, that bottled water is actually overpriced tap water shipped around the country in questionable plastic containers that taint their contents and overwhelm our landfills, that dinner might contain genetically modified food, that vegetables have been sprayed with probable carcinogens and possibly even chemical pesticides currently banned in the United States but still used in countries we import from, or that animals and seafood (some of them natural vegetarians) are fed animal by-products, waste, or even arsenic, which sicken them and us. The average consumer, I’ve been told, doesn’t know that the term “USDA organic” actually is a government-regulated standard and must be third-party certified, while the term “natural” on any food packaging doesn’t mean a thing. It implies plenty, but there’s nothing in place to prove or uphold the implication (though in 2009 the USDA began the process of defining it for meat and poultry only). Basically, use of the word “natural” is pure marketing.

This sort of education is hard to swallow, and it’s also hard to come by. If we all collectively knew more about those shrink-wrapped chickens (see chapter three), we would vote very differently with our dollars. Even at my most discouraged, I believe this to be true. I’m not distracted by other people’s supermarket grocery carts because I’m judging what they’re buying. On the contrary. I’m trying to figure out how we all came to a point where we’re willingly ingesting things we know so little about, and that are so incredibly harmful to our bodies and our earth. I’m distracted trying to figure out how to educate people in the most compelling and least off-putting way.

Because here’s the thing: Our everyday food choices have the capacity to change the world. Demand influences supply. So it makes sense to choose wisely, consciously. The factory farming of cattle (and other animals) is an energy-intensive, inhumane, earth-polluting, greenhouse gas–releasing endeavor. Once you learn that, how hard is it to replace that burger with a smaller one that came from a well-treated grass-fed animal? Not very. “Buying grass-fed beef is the greatest thing we can do for the planet and it makes up for other things,” says Alice Waters, chef, food activist, and godmother of all things local and organic. “Buying a hybrid car is nothing compared to eating grass-fed beef and not eating very much of it.” If more people heard this sort of information, they’d be more inclined to shop smarter.

But, alas, most eaters don’t know enough about the horrors of conventionally raised food to want to make the switch. Or they don’t want to think about it. Or maybe they do want to think about it, and care deeply about it, and even have dog-eared copies of Michael Pollan’s very dog-ear-able recent books on the subject (Omnivore’s Dilemma, In Defense of Food), but still cannot figure out how—or where—to find the better versions of what is currently in their fridge. Who really has time to read sliced-bread ingredients for fifteen minutes at the supermarket on a vacation weekend, let alone during a weekly grocery run?

That’s where The Conscious Kitchen comes in. It’s my attempt to provide any eco-interested eater—from the newbie just going to her first farmers’ market to the diehard looking for extra tips—with the education needed to make the best decisions in any venue, from convenience store to supermarket to farmers’ market. The following pages are a road map for how to locate and make sense of the avalanche of “green” choices in the marketplace and how to make choosing the best possible items less work, not more.

Before I elaborate, a few crucial thoughts:




• Conscious food is for everyone. It is not holier-than-anything, judgmental, or elitist. In fact, it’s common sense to want to purchase, support, and eat food that is healthiest for all involved. If anything, it’s neighborly.

• Conscious food can be affordable food (see sidebars on buying whole, CSAs, rationalizing the cost, and imports). It can actually save you money.

• Embrace your kitchen. You don’t need fancy cooking skills, but you do have to be able to turn your thoughtfully sourced ingredients into meals. Also, you need to know how to substitute in-season ingredients in any recipe that calls for out-of-season items, or for items that don’t grow at the same time in the same climate. The following pages have simple tips and recipes to help you do both.

• Maintaining a conscious kitchen goes beyond food. It involves employing energy-efficient appliances (see chapter nine), using cookware and cleaning products that don’t contain carcinogens (see chapters eight and ten), having food storage containers that won’t leach chemicals into your leftovers (see chapter eight), and taking waste into careful consideration (see chapter eleven).

• Every little bit helps. Doing any amount of what I suggest in the following pages can make a difference. No matter how far you take this personal journey, some is better than none.

• Conscious food is better-tasting food. Nothing beats the flavor of first-of-the-season sweet peas, crispy kirby cucumbers, and cherry tomatoes off the vine.



Keep those cherry tomatoes in mind as you rejigger how you approach, gather, cook, store, and dispose of your food. The goal of knowing how to wade through the gray areas of food shopping, or choosing a safe pan, or learning about the ins and outs of genetic modification, is ultimately the shock and delight of eating something that tastes exactly as it should. They’re inextricably linked. A healthy, flavorful, local tomato and all that it stands for is well worth seeking out and defending—for you, for the person who grew it, and for the ground it was pulled from—for many years to come.


The Conscious Commandments

Before you even crack chapter one, here are ten easy things you can do today to move toward having a more conscious kitchen tomorrow.

1. Eat less meat. When eating beef, seek out and choose grass-fed. Other meat and poultry should also be carefully sourced (see chapter three).

2. Just say no to bottled water. Drink (filtered) tap instead. This will save money, too.

3. Buy local organic or sustainably farmed fruits and vegetables. Don’t forget that coffee and tea come from plants, and wine is made from grapes; choose sustainable versions (see chapter six).

4. Eat only the least contaminated sustainably harvested wild or well-sourced farmed seafood (see chapter five).

5. Always consider packaging when shopping. Choose items packed in materials you can reuse or that can be recycled in your municipality. Buy bulk items instead of overpackaged goods. Always shop with reusable bags.

6. Cook at home. Often. And serve only on reusable dishware, not disposable. Clean with eco-friendly products (see chapter ten).

7. Avoid plastic as often as you can.

8. Try composting, even if you live in a city or a house without a yard.

9. Whenever possible, reduce energy use in the kitchen by choosing efficient appliances, cooking methods, and dishwashing practices; don’t leave appliances plugged in when not in use; ask your electric company for alternative energy sources like wind power (see chapter nine).

10. Spread the word. Educate everyone you know. Green your office kitchen, your kids’ school kitchen, your friends and relatives’ kitchens. Make noise; together we can make a huge difference.




ESSENTIAL TERMS YOU NEED TO KNOW

AGRIBUSINESS

While the blending of agriculture and business isn’t inherently bad, this term has a pejorative connotation. It’s used to refer to everything from the big corporate farms that spray the most pesticides to the agrochemical suppliers of said sprays (all among the largest benefactors of government subsidies).

ANTIBIOTICS

Not permitted by organic standards, these drugs are administered—prophylactically—to conventional animals living in overcrowded conditions to protect them from getting sick. They are also used to treat dairy cows that have infections (some cows are given hormones to increase milk production, which makes them more susceptible to udder disease). Their overuse creates drug-resistant strains. It’s a good idea to minimize exposure to antibiotics when you are able to identify the source, as they also can lurk in unexpected places. Tests conducted at the University of Minnesota showed that vegetables (even organic ones) fertilized with manure can absorb livestock antibiotics. For more on meat, poultry, and dairy terms like “grass-fed” and “natural,” turn to chapter three.

BIODYNAMIC

An ecologically sound, third-party-certifiable method of agriculture, this practice has roots in ancient farming and often goes beyond certified organic. For more information, see the Demeter-USA.org website; they’re the sole U.S. certification agent for biodynamic farms.

CARBON FOOTPRINT

This term refers to the total amount of carbon dioxide and other greenhouse gases created by actions like driving a car or generating electricity. In a kitchen, the carbon footprint can be calculated in several ways. First is the impact of how a given food is grown, packaged, and transported. Second involves the impact of cooking, storing, cleaning, and disposing of said food.

CERTIFIED ORGANIC

This means slightly different things for meat, produce, and packaged foods. Basically it’s food grown according to a set of government standards defined and regulated by the United States Department of Agriculture (USDA). These standards must be third-party certified. A USDA organic stamp guarantees that meat, poultry, and dairy products are free of specified chemicals, hormones, and antibiotics, and that the animals they come from have been allowed a more reasonable lifestyle. The most basic thing it means for produce is that no synthetic pesticides or fertilizers were administered. Genetically modified or irradiated foods aren’t permitted under organic standards. For more information see the USDA National Organic Program’s website at AMS.USDA.gov/NOP.

COMMUNITY SUPPORTED AGRICULTURE (CSA)

CSA is a sustainable system wherein people purchase shares of a local farm. CSA members provide cash to the farmers to work the land during the winter months and in turn reap a weekly portion of the bounty during the growing season. Share pickup either happens at a central location within the community or at the farm itself. Members often take turns working at the distribution site. CSA farms are often organic, but not always certified.

CONVENTIONAL

This means the opposite of organic and sustainable: farming (usually large scale) that doesn’t involve alternative methods and does involve chemical pesticides.

ENVIRONMENTAL HEALTH

This phrase is used to describe how environmental factors (physical, chemical, and biological) external to humans—like pesticides sprayed on produce—affect personal health.

ENVIROVORE

A person who eats consciously solely for the environmental—not personal health—benefits is an envirovore.

FACTORY, FEEDLOT, OR CAFO FARMS

These words tend to be used interchangeably. Although they mean subtly different things, the general concept is that they’re inhumane, environmentally destructive animal operations. Feedlots are manure-strewn, vegetation-free outdoor areas where conventionally raised cattle are confined to be fattened up (usually on grain, which isn’t their natural diet and can sicken them) during their last few months of life before slaughter. Also called a feedyard. Cattle fed this way produce fattier meat that is not as healthful as grass-fed meat. CAFO (concentrated animal feeding operation) is a government-standardized term used for factory-style animal farms with thousands of hogs or even a hundred thousand plus chickens.

FAIR TRADE

This certification ensures workers have been treated fairly. It refers to both labor practices and wages. TransFair USA is currently the only independent certifier of fair-trade products in the United States. This label is most often found on exotics like coffee, tea, sugar, and bananas. For more information visit TransFairUSA.org.

FOOD MILES

The distance between where food is grown or produced and where it’s consumed is referred to as an item’s food miles. This can be used as one component in measuring a product’s carbon footprint, though by itself it does not take into account if something was produced ecologically or conventionally.

FOODSHED

Locavores use “foodshed” to describe the square-mile area their local food comes from.

GENETICALLY MODIFIED ORGANISMS (GMOs) AND GENETICALLY MODIFIED (GM) FOOD

These terms refer to plants and their resulting crops that contain artificially altered genes as well as conventional insecticides actually incorporated into the organisms. These biotech modifications make the plants disease-, insect-, and/or virus-resistant in an effort to increase crop yield. Though safety research has been conducted, there’s still significant concern about the health and environmental effects of GM food, which is not permitted under USDA organic standards. These foods are also referred to as GE (genetically engineered).

GROWTH HORMONES

Hormones are administered to some animals to make them gain weight and/or produce more milk. Government regulations actually prohibit the use of hormones in all poultry and pork, although poultry and pork are routinely labeled “no hormones administered.” This is pure marketing. Hormones get into the meat and dairy products of conventional animals that have been treated with them. Use of hormones is banned by USDA organic standards.

INTEGRATED PEST MANAGEMENT (IPM)

An environmentally sensitive approach to preventing, identifying, and monitoring pests, IPM can be applied in agricultural settings as well as in home gardens and kitchens. Unlike organic or biodynamic farming, IPM doesn’t ban the use of synthetic pesticides entirely, but relies on them only sparingly and in worst-case scenarios. For more information check out the University of California at Davis’s IPM site at IPM.UCDavis.edu or the EPA’s fact sheets at EPA.gov/pesticides/factsheets/ipm.htm.

IRRADIATION

The (controversial) process of exposing meat and produce to radiation to kill microorganisms, irradiation is banned by USDA organic rules.

LOCAL

Local food comes from near where you live. Different people define this differently—50 miles, 150 miles, et cetera. “Local” doesn’t mean organic, nor does it always mean sustainable. Generally speaking, local farms are often ecological farms, though some certainly are not. Smaller-scale farms tend to be less likely to use chemical pesticides, fertilizers, hormones, and the like, but as there are no regulated standards for “local” food, there is no guarantee unless you know and trust your local farmer(s).

LOCAVORE

This is the widely used moniker for someone who (mainly) eats local food, also known as a “locavorian.”

SUSTAINABLE AGRICULTURE

Farming that doesn’t harm the environment and that does support farming communities is referred to as “sustainable.” This usually also means humane worker and animal treatment. It’s also referred to as “ecological” farming. There is overlap here with organic farming, but they are not always the same thing, nor is “sustainable” a regulated term.


CHAPTER ONE

what kind of food to buy

CONVENTIONAL FOOD ISN’T (FOR THE MOST PART) CONSCIOUS food. Conventional crops are sprayed with a whole host of bad-for-you and bad-for-the-earth chemical pesticides and fertilizers. It’s easy as can be to avoid these sprays, keep them out of the environment, and protect farmers’ health: Buy United States Department of Agriculture certified organic; the standards don’t permit them. Within the world of organics, there are other choices to be made, like local versus imported or uncertified but basically organic versus certified organic. These can be confusing and time-consuming decisions. The following discussions will break down how to understand and weigh the options. Just keep in mind that whatever you wind up with in your kitchen, the most important thing you can do to protect your health and the environment, and to eat the tastiest foods, is to avoid conventional produce and products. The other debates are icing.

Packaged, processed food also isn’t (for the most part) conscious food, be it conventional or organic. Stock up on whole foods whenever possible—this isn’t just the name of a store. It means items as close as possible to how they sprang from the earth. Think nutrient-rich potatoes (whole) over a bag of potato chips (processed).

WHAT ORGANIC IS AND WHY TO CHOOSE IT

There are many different ways of explaining what organic is and why it’s important. In the most basic terms, organic certification guarantees you non–genetically modified food that is free of chemical herbicides and pesticides, antibiotics, and hormones. All of which is proven to be better for your health and for the environment.

When it comes to fruits and vegetables, “organic” means crops raised without using most conventional pesticides, petroleum-based fertilizers, or sewage-sludge-based fertilizers. For meat, it means the animals were fed organic feed, given access to the outdoors (at least some, though critics say not enough), and never administered antibiotics or hormones. Antibiotics allow conventional farmers to overcrowd animals without risking widespread disease. They also create drug-resistant bacteria. Controversial hormones are used to promote weight gain and/or increase milk production in dairy animals. Both antibiotics and hormones can get into meat and dairy products and can affect human health.

The National Organic Standards Board’s original definition of “organic” (adopted in April 1995) addresses up front that these standards allow for a gray area, that they don’t mean 100 percent purity: “Organic agriculture practices cannot ensure that products are completely free of residues; however, methods are used to minimize pollution from air, soil, and water.” Organics are not allowed to be genetically modified (GM), and this is crucial. GM foods aren’t required to be labeled, so the public never knows when they’re buying something that has been specifically manipulated to be, say, insect resistant. If you’re eating conventional packaged foods, you’re likely eating genetically modified soy and corn. There are potential long-term health issues and complications involved with eating GM food. The only way to know you’re in the clear is to choose USDA organic.


tip

Buy whole, save money: Whole foods cost less than their processed counterparts. Cutting most if not all packaged food—cookies, cereals, crackers, candy, soda, and the like—out of your grocery runs will save so much cash, all things organic (local or not) will be well within reach.



Multiple studies have shown that organic foods may be higher in nutrients and do not contain the levels of pesticide residue that are present in their conventional counterparts. One widely quoted study published in the peer-reviewed journal Environmental Health Perspectives showed that children who eat organic diets have lower pesticide levels in their urine than children who eat conventional foods. The study, titled “Organic Diets Significantly Lower Children’s Dietary Exposure to Organophosphorus Pesticides,” was conducted by environmental and occupational health colleagues at Emory University; the University of Washington, Seattle; and the National Center for Environmental Health (part of the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention) in Atlanta. Other research has demonstrated that produce grown in nutrient-dense organic soil has higher nutrient levels than produce grown conventionally. Organic animal products also contain both higher nutrient levels and less saturated fat than their conventional counterparts, because organic animals tend to (but are not required to) be fed their natural diet (for example, grass rather than feed). They also get exercise instead of being confined to cages and pens. Still, other studies have shown the nutrient difference between organic and conventional foods aren’t that great or aren’t detectable. The nutrients in all foods—organic or conventional—can vary for many reasons, including where they were grown, when a fruit or vegetable was picked, how long it took to travel to your fridge, and how long it sat in your fridge before becoming dinner.


FURTHER READING ON GM


• The World Health Organization’s twenty questions and answers on genetically modified foods: WHO.int/foodsafety/publications/biotech/20questions/en

• The Sustainable Table’s take: SustainableTable.org/2009/06/genetic-engineering

• Organic Consumers Association: OrganicConsumers.org

• The Institute for Responsible Technology: ResponsibleTechnology.org





Most organophiles aren’t so interested in nutrient levels. They will tell you that a crucial reason to choose organic over conventional, beyond keeping pesticide residues out of their systems, is the health of the world we live in. Organic production contributes to the conservation of natural resources and keeps tons (literally) of chemical pollutants out of the soil, waterways, and air, which also protects farmers and their families. When food is produced using a chemically based system, the soil is depleted of its nutrients over time, and so more and more chemicals are needed to keep it fertile. It’s up to us to ask farmers to take the best possible care of the land for future generations. Choosing organic is a simple act that makes a huge impact. And any purchase of organics affects the supply of more organics. “We want people to understand that they vote with their dollars every time they buy their food,” says Jeff Moyer, farm director of the Rodale Institute, which champions organic


ORGANIC FARMING 101

Even if you don’t have a green thumb, learning how organic farming works can be enlightening. Here are two great sites for more information about the regenerative nature of organic farming, how it can actually sequester atmospheric carbon, and all things relating to soil, topsoil erosion, and tilling.








OKAY, BUT CAN ORGANIC STANDARDS BE TRUSTED?



REMIND ME AGAIN, WHY SHOULD I AVOID PESTICIDES?







tip





WHAT LOCAL IS AND WHY TO CHOOSE IT




LOCAL VS. ORGANIC
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tip





MAKING THE CHOICE



COUNTRY-OF-ORIGIN LABELS




CARBON FOOTPRINT



THE LIST: WHAT TO BUY

A sliding scale of choices from best to worst









AVOID: Conventional, sprayed




SOME RESOURCES

CARBON FOOTPRINT















ORGANICS AND LOCAL FOOD
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